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SURAH 9

Al-Tawbah
(The Repentance)

Prologue

Revealed in Madinah, this surah is one of the last, if not actually the last! Qur’anic
revelation. Hence, it contains final rulings on relations between the Muslim
community and other people. It also includes the classification of the Muslim
community itself, establishing its values together with a full description and outline
of the status of each of its groups or classes.?

As such, the siirah has a particular importance in clarifying the nature of the
Islamic method of action, its different steps and stages. However, we need to review
its final rulings in the light of the provisional ones given in earlier surahs. Such a
review will show this method of action to be at one and the same time both flexible
and firm. Yet without such a holistic reading, rules, pictures and judgements become
very confused. This is what happens whenever verses that outline provisional
rulings are taken to be final, while the verses giving final rulings are read in such a
way as to match provisional ones, particularly in relation to jihid and the relations
between the Muslim community and other groups. We pray to God to enable us to
set the record straight and present a full and clear picture, both in this Prologue and
in the discussion of the siirah and its passages.

' According to the weightier opinion, Siirah 110, Victory, was the last to be revealed.

* The classes we are referring to here are not the same as the narrow sense of the term ‘social
classes’suggests. These are classes based on purely Islamic values, as in the case of the very early
Muslims among the Muhajirin and the Angar, the People of Badr, and those who pledged their lives to
the Prophet, those who fought and donated generously before the al-Hudaybiyyah peace treaty or
after it, and, by contrast, the people who did not join campaigns of jihad, the hypocrites, etc.



Al-Tawbah (The Repentance) | PROLOGUE

From an objective study of the text of the surah in the light of the reports giving the
immediate circumstances leading to the revelation of its different parts, as well as
the various events during the Prophet’s lifetime, we can conclude that the siirah as a
whole was revealed in the ninth year of the Prophet’s settlement in Madinah.
However, we also have to say that it was not revealed in one single instance.
Although we cannot give a conclusive judgement of the accurate timings of the
revelation of the different passages of the sirah, we can say that its revelation
occurred over three time stages: the first was prior to the expedition to Tabuk, which
took place in Rajab of year 9, while the second stage extended over the period of
preparation for the expedition until it was actually in progress. The third stage
occurred after the Muslims had returned home. However, the first passage, from
verse 1 to verse 28, was the last of its passages to be revealed, towards the end of
that year, shortly before the pilgrimage season, i.e. either in the month of Dhu'l-
Qa’dah or even in Dhu'l-Hijjah. This is in short what we believe to be the case.

In its first section, verses 1-28, the sirah defines the final shape of relations
between the Muslim community and the idolaters in the Arabian Peninsula,
highlighting the practical, historical and ideological bases of these relations. All this
is given in the inimitable Qur’anic style, with its strong rhythm and the powerful
impressions it creates. (See in particular verses 1-16, 23-24, and 28.)

The style employed in these verses, and in the passage as a whole, and the strong
emphasis laid on fighting the idolaters in Arabia and the encouragement to take part
in such fighting make it clear that at least a section of the Muslim community was
very reluctant to take such a decisive step. We will explain here, and in the
subsequent commentary, the different factors that came into play to cause such
reluctance.

The second section defines the final shape of relations between the Muslim
community and the people of earlier revelations generally, also outlining their
practical, historical and ideological bases. The passage also shows the independent
nature of Islam, as well as the deviation of the people of earlier revelations from the
divine faith, both in beliefs and behaviour. Hence, from the Islamic point of view,
they are no longer following a divine faith. (Verses 29-35)

The Qur’anic style in this passage shows very clearly that the Muslims were
particularly reluctant to adopt the type of relations defined in the first verse of this
passage towards the people of earlier revelations generally, or the great majority of
them. The fact is that the confrontation was initially intended with the Byzantines
and their allies, the Arab Christians in Syria and beyond. This is clearly intimidating,
considering that the Byzantine Empire was the main superpower of the day. Yet the
texts apply to all the people of earlier revelations who have the same qualities and
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characteristics given in this verse. More of this later.

The third section begins its denunciation of those who have been called upon to
get ready for the expedition, but who hesitated or were too lazy to join. Not all of
these were hypocrites, as will be seen. This fact explains how hard the whole affair
was for the Muslims. When we discuss the passage, we will, God willing, explain the
factors making it so hard. (Verses 38-41)

We note in this passage the repeated reproaches, coupled with threats and
reminders to the believers that God had supported His Messenger when the idolaters
drove him out of his home town. No human being had taken part in providing such
support. We also note the uncompromising order to the believers to join the Prophet
and march with him, no matter what their position might be. All this gives us a clear
indication of the hardships involved, leading to much reluctance, fear and an
inclination to stay behind. Hence, the repeated reminders, reproaches and clear
orders to the community of believers.

The fourth section, the longest in the surah, is devoted to exposing the hypocrites
and their methods in undermining the Muslim community. It describes their
psychology, as well as their attitude at the time of the Tabuk Expedition, as well as
their previous and later attitudes. It exposes their true intentions, scheming and
devious methods, as well as their flimsy excuses with which they try to justify their
staying behind and their attempts to weaken the believers” morale.

It also speaks about how they tried to hurt the Prophet and devoted believers. This
exposure of the true nature of the hypocrites is further emphasized by a warning to
the believers against the hypocrites’ schemes. The siurah defines the nature of the
relations between the two camps, which must be set on a clear basis that
distinguishes each group through its own actions. This section, taking up more than
half of the sirah, shows that hypocrisy was more widespread after the fall of Makkah
to Islam, while it had almost disappeared prior to that. We will explain the reasons
for this later. (Verses 42, 47-50, 56-59, 61-68, 73-77, 79-85)

This sustained attack reveals the extent of the hypocrites” scheming to undermine
the Muslim community and to divert the attentions of the Muslims from pursuing
their goals by means of false claims. It also shows that there were certain weaknesses
within the ranks of the Muslim community during that period. This is indicated by
the statement: “There are among you some who would have lent them ear.” (Verse 47)
Another indication is seen in the emphatic order not to pray for the hypocrites or
appeal to God for their forgiveness. This situation was a by-product of the fact that
large groups declared their acceptance of Islam, when they were not yet committed
to the new faith. They had not acquired the proper Islamic attitudes. All this will
come in for detailed discussion when we look at the classification the sirah provides
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of the groups living within the Muslim community at the time of the Prophet.

We find this classification in the fifth section of the sirah. We learn in this section
that in addition to the leading group of the Muhgjirin and the Angar, which
constituted the solid base of the Muslim community, there were several other
groups. There were, for example, the Bedouin Arabs among whom there were some
good believers and others who were either hypocrites or unbelievers. There were
also hypocrites among the people of Madinah. Others were those who mixed good
and bad deeds and had not yet fully integrated into the Muslim community. Another
group was of unknown status. This group is left to God to judge on the basis of His
knowledge of their true nature. There were also some who conspired against the
Muslim community under a religious guise. The siirah speaks about all these groups
in a brief but adequate way. It defines how they should be treated within the Muslim
community, directing the Prophet and the believers to respond to them in the way so
described. (Verses 97-103, 106-108)

That such a multiplicity of groups, classes and standards existed within the
Muslim community at the time points to the extent of incoherence that existed after
Makkah had fallen to Islam. Prior to the conquest of Makkah, the Muslim community
in Madinah had almost rid itself of such weaknesses.

The sixth and final section of the siirah provides a clear definition of the nature of
the Islamic pledge the believers give to God to strive for His cause. It also defines the
nature of this struggle, or jihad, and the duty of the people of Madinah and the
Bedouins living close to them. It makes it clear that they cannot stay behind when the
Prophet marches forth, seeking their own safety. They need to disassociate
themselves from unbelievers and hypocrites. Within the context of this section a
judgement is given on the cases of those who did not join the Muslim army, although
they were good believers who entertained no hypocrisy. It also describes certain
aspects of the attitude of the hypocrites towards Qur’anic revelations. (Verses 111,
113-114, 117-118, 120-123, 127)

The surah then concludes with a description of God’s Messenger (peace be upon
him) and a directive to him to place His trust in God alone. (Verses 128-129)

We have cited here numerous verses to refer to before discussing them in detail.
This is done deliberately because the siirah paints a full picture of the Muslim society
in Madinah in the days following the conquest of Makkah, describing its organic
composition. It is clear from this picture that there was a lack of consistency in the
way people approached faith, in addition to structural weaknesses. Certain
phenomena are described, such as apathy, unwillingness to sacrifice, hypocritical
attitudes, reluctance to do one’s Islamic duties, confusion with regard to relations
between the Muslim community and others. None of this, however, detracts from the
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fact that the Muhajirin and the Angar constituted a solid base that showed no sign of
weakness.

We have already mentioned that this state of affairs was due to the fact that after
the conquest of Makkah large and divergent groups of people declared their
acceptance of Islam, but did not receive the kind of education necessary for full
integration within the Muslim community. But this general statement cannot be fully
understood unless we review the historical situation before and after the conquest of
Makkah, which we will now turn to.

A Historical View

The Islamic movement in Makkah encountered difficulties right from the time
when it was born. Jahiliyyah, represented in this instance by the Quraysh, soon sensed
the danger it was facing from the message declaring that “there is no deity other than
God, and Muhammad is God’s Messenger.” It realized that this new message was an
outright revolution against all authority not derived from God’s own. It was a
rebellion against all tyranny, seeking God’s protection. Jahiliyyah also sensed that the
new message, led by God’s Messenger, began to form a new organic grouping
pledging sole and complete allegiance to God and His Messenger. Thus, it rebelled
against the leadership of the Quraysh and the situation prevailing under jahiliyyah.
No sooner did the Quraysh sense this danger than it launched a determined attack
on the new message, grouping and its leadership. It utilized in this attack all its
power to inflict physical harm and to sow discord through intrigue and wicked
designs.

In fact this jahiliyyah society sought every means to defend itself against a danger
it felt to threaten its very existence. This is the normal state of affairs whenever a
movement begins to advocate God’s Lordship in a community where Lordship is
exercised by some people over others. Whenever such advocacy is undertaken by an
organized movement that has its own leadership, it will be in direct confrontation
with jahiliyyah society, as the two cannot be accommodated within the same
community.3

At this stage, every individual in the new Islamic grouping was subjected to
oppression and persecution in every way, to the extent that many were killed. At the
time, only a person who had dedicated himself and his life to God, and who was
willing to endure persecution, hunger and even a ghastly death would join the new
group, declaring his belief that there is no deity other than God and that Muhammad
is God’s Messenger.

3 For a full discussion of this, refer to the commentary of Verses 8: 72-75, in Vol. 7, Chapter 4.
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In this way a solid foundation was established for Islam, comprising the most
determined individuals in Arabian society. Others who could not endure the
hardship succumbed to the pressure and reverted to unbelief. But there were very
few of these because the issues were clear at the outset. It was only people of
distinction that were willing to take the decisive step and join Islam, despite the great
danger that such a move involved.

This is how God chose those rare elements to be the early supporters of His
message and to form the solid foundation of Islam in Makkah, i.e. the Muhajirin, then
to join the early Ansar to form its core group in Madinah. Although the Angar were
not subjected to the same pressures and persecution as the Muhajirin, the pledge they
gave to the Prophet at “Aqgabah indicated that they were equal to the task required by
Islam. On that night when the pledge was given, as Ibn Kathir reports, *Abdullah ibn
Rawahah said to the Prophet: ‘Stipulate whatever you wish for your Lord and
yourself.” He said: As for my Lord, my condition is that you worship Him alone,
associating no partners with Him. And as for myself, my condition is that you
protect me as you would protect yourselves and your property.” They asked: “"What
will be our reward in return?” He said: "Paradise.” They said: ‘It is a profitable deal.
We accept no going back and we will not go back on it ourselves.”

Those who made this deal with God’s Messenger, seeking no reward other than
Paradise, and declaring that they would accept no going back, either by themselves
or the Prophet, were aware that it was no easy option they were undertaking. In fact,
they were certain that the Quraysh would fight them determinedly, supported by all
the other Arabs. They realized that they would never again be able to live in peace
with jahiliyyah which had its roots deep in the whole of Arabia, including the areas
adjoining Madinah.

Jabir ibn *Abdullah, a Companion of the Prophet, reports: For ten years in
Makkah, God’s Messenger continued to approach people in their
encampments at "Ukaz, al-Majannah and in the pilgrimage season. He would
ask: “‘Who will give me shelter and support until I have delivered my Lord’s
message, and he will be in Paradise in return?” No one would extend to him a
hand of support. Indeed, a man would be about to set out from the Yemen, or
from his tribe of Mudar, and his people and relatives would warn him,
‘Beware lest the Qurayshi man tempt you.” He would go among them and
they would point to the Prophet with their hand. This continued to be the
case until God sent us to him from Yathrib, when we gathered to him and
believed in him. A man from among us would go to him and declare his
acceptance of his message. The Prophet would teach him the Qur’an, and the
man would come back to his people and they would follow his suit and
embrace Islam. Indeed, every quarter of the Ansir had a number of Muslims
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who declared their faith.

Then we all conferred and said: ‘Until when are we going to leave the
Prophet approaching different people, being chased around and in fear?” A
group of 70 people from among us went out to meet him in the pilgrimage
season.* We agreed to meet him at “Aqabah. We went there individually or
two men at a time, until we all gathered there. We asked him: ‘Messenger of
God! What pledge do we give you?” He said: “You pledge to me to obey and
comply in situations of ease and hardship, and to donate for God’s cause in
times of poverty and plenty, and to enjoin what is right and forbid what is
evil, and to stand up for God’s cause fearing no blame from anyone, and to
support me and protect me when I come to you as you protect yourselves,
your wives and children. Your reward will be Paradise.”

We stood up to give him our pledges, but As*ad ibn Zurarah, who was one of
the youngest among them,® said: “Cool it, people of Yathrib. We have not
travelled all this distance to meet him without knowing that he is certainly
God’s Messenger. However, to take him from his people will be an act of
confrontation with all the Arabs, which could mean that the best among you
may be killed and that swords will be put into you. If you accept to take all
that patiently, you take him and seek your reward from God. On the other
hand, if you fear that you may slacken, leave off now, and explain your
reasons. This may be better for you in God’s sight.” They said: ‘Step aside,
As’ad. By God, we will not turn away from our pledge, and we will not let
anyone take it away from us.” We stood up and gave him our pledges. He
stipulated his conditions, and promised us that we will be rewarded with
Paradise.®

The Ansar, then, were fully aware of the likely consequences of their pledge once
they had given it. They were also aware that they were not promised anything in this
world in return for their efforts. They were not even promised victory over their
enemies. The only reward they were promised was admittance into heaven. Yet they
were still keen to offer their pledges. Hence, they were definitely with the early
Muhajirin in taking the necessary preparations so that they would constitute the solid
foundation of the first Islamic society in Madinah.

Early Indications of Weakness

* The fact is that they were 72, but the Arabs often round their figures.

* In al-Bayhagi's version, “He was the youngest of the 70 apart from me.'

® Reported by Ibn Kathir in his book Al-Bidayah wal-Nihayah, Maktabah al-Ma'arif, Beirut and Riyadh,
1996, Vol. 3, p. 159, as related by Imam Ahmad. There are several versions of this hadith, reported by
Hadith scholars.
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But the Madinah society did not maintain this level of purity despite the spread of
Islam. Many people, especially those who were in positions of influence, felt they
had to take a similar stand to their people in order to maintain their positions. When
the Battle of Badr took place, the leading figure among these, ~Abdullah ibn Ubayy
ibn Salal, thought that Islam had established firm roots and could not be easily
dislodged. Hence, he pretended to be a Muslim. It was perhaps inevitable that many
accepted Islam in order to keep abreast of their people. They were not hypocrites, but
they had not fully understood Islam or moulded themselves according to it. This
meant that the community in Madinah had different levels of commitment to the
new faith.

At this point, the unique Islamic method of education began its work under the
Prophet’s supervision in order to mould these new elements. It aimed to achieve
coherence within the Muslim community at the ideological, moral and behavioural
levels.

When we read the surahs revealed in Madinah, in the approximate order of their
revelation, we note the great effort that aimed to absorb and remould the new
elements in the Muslim community, particularly because there were always
newcomers. This was the case despite the determined opposition of the Quraysh and
its attempts to win other Arabian tribes to its side, and despite the wicked designs of
the Jews and their efforts to marshal hostile forces to the new faith and its advocates.
Hence, the effort to bring newcomers to the same level as the elite, for this was
needed if they were to continue with determination.

Nonetheless, weaknesses continued to surface, particularly in times of difficulty.
There were indications of hypocrisy, reluctance, unwillingness to make physical or
tfinancial sacrifices, and a general turning away from danger. There were also signs of
confusion concerning the relationship between a Muslim and his non-Muslim
relatives. Qur’anic texts in different sirahs provide a clear idea of these phenomena
and the method the Qur’an employed to deal with them. Examples of these texts are
given below:

Just as your Lord brought you forth from your home for the truth, even though some
of the believers were averse to it. They would argue with you about the truth even after
it had become manifest, just as if they were being driven to certain death and saw it
with their very eyes. God promised you that one of the two hosts would fall to you. It
was your wish that the one which was not powerful to be yours, but it was God’s will
to establish the truth in accordance with His words and to wipe out the unbelievers.
Thus He would certainly establish the truth firmly and show falsehood to be false,
however hateful this might be to the evildoers. (8: 5-8)
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He it is who has sent down to you the Book, containing verses which are clear and
precise — and these are the essence of the Book — and others are allegorical. Those
whose hearts have swerved from the truth pursue that part of it which is allegorical,
seeking to create dissension and trying to give it an arbitrary meaning. None save God
knows its final meaning. Those who are firmly grounded in knowledge say: ‘We
believe in it; it is all from our Lord.” But only those who are endowed with insight take
heed. ‘Our Lord, let not our hearts swerve from the truth after You have guided us;
and bestow on us mercy from Yourself. You are indeed the great giver. Our Lord, You
will indeed gather mankind together to witness the Day of which there is no doubt.
Surely, God never fails to keep His promise.” (3: 7-9)

Are you not aware of how the hypocrites speak to their unbeliever brethren from
among the people of earlier revelations: ‘If you are driven away, we shall most
certainly go forth with you, and shall never pay heed to anyone against you,; and if
war is waged against you we shall most certainly come to your succour.” But God
bears witness that they are most flagrantly lying. Indeed, if those are driven away,
they will not go forth with them; and if war is waged against them, they will not come
to their succour; and even if they succour them, they will most certainly turn their
back in flight, and in the end will themselves find no succour. You strike more fear in
their hearts than God. This, because they are people who fail to grasp the truth. (59:
11-13)

Believers! Remember the blessings which God bestowed on you when [enemy] hosts
came down upon you, whereupon We let loose against them a stormwind and hosts
that you could not see. Yet God saw all that you did. They came upon you from above
you and from below you, and when your eyes became dim and your hearts came up to
your throats, and when most conflicting thoughts about God passed through your
minds. It was there and then that the believers were tried, and severely shaken. The
hypocrites and those whose hearts are diseased said, ‘God and His Messenger have
promised us nothing but delusions.” A group of them said, ‘People of Yathrib! You
cannot withstand the enemy here. Therefore, go back.” A party among them asked
leave of the Prophet, saying, ‘Our houses are exposed!” The fact is that they were not
really exposed. They simply wanted nothing but to flee. Now if their town had been
stormed, and they had been asked to commit apostasy, they would have done so
without much delay... (33: 9-14)

Believers, be fully prepared against danger, and go to war either in small groups or all
together. There are indeed among you such as would lag behind, and then, if a
calamity befalls you, say, ‘God has bestowed His favours upon me in that I was not
present with them!” But if good fortune comes to you from God, he is sure to say —
just as if there had never been any question of love between you and him — ‘Oh,
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would that 1 had been with them; I would surely have had a [share in a] mighty
triumph.” (4: 71-73)

Are you not aware of those who have been told, "Hold back your hands [from fighting],
and attend regularly to prayer, and pay your zakat [i.e. the purifying dues]? When, at
length, the order for fighting was issued to them, some of them stood in awe of men as
one should stand in awe of God — or in even greater awe — and said, “Our Lord!
Why have you ordered us to fight? If only You had granted us a delay for a little
while!” Say, ‘Brief is the enjoyment of this world, whereas the life to come is the best
for all who are God-fearing. None of you shall be wronged by as much as a hair’s
breadth. Wherever you may be death will overtake you, even though you be in towers
built up strong and high.” Yet, when a good thing happens to them, some [people] say,
"This is from God,” whereas when evil befalls them, they say, ‘“This is from you!” Say,
All is from God” What is amiss with these people that they are in no wise near to
grasping the truth of what they are told? (4: 77-78)

The life of this world is but a play and a passing delight. But if you believe and are
God-fearing, He will grant you your deserts, and will not demand of you to sacrifice
your property. If He were to demand it of you, and urge you, you would niggardly
cling to it, and so He would bring out your moral failings. Now, you are called upon
to spend freely in God’s cause; but there are among you those who turn out to be
niggardly! He who acts niggardly [in God’s cause] is but niggardly towards his own
self. For God is indeed self-sufficient, whereas you stand in need of Him. And if you
turn away from Him, He will cause other people to take your place, and they will not
be the likes of you. (47: 36-38)

Are you not aware of those who would be friends with people whom God has
condemned? They are neither of you nor of those others. They knowingly swear to a
falsehood. God has readied for them severe suffering. Evil indeed is what they are wont
to do. They have made their oaths a cover, and thus they turn others away from God'’s
path. Hence, shameful suffering awaits them. Neither their worldly possessions nor
their offspring will be of the least avail to them against God. It is they who are destined
for the fire, therein to abide. On the Day when God will raise them all from the dead,
they will swear before Him as they now swear before you, thinking that they are on
firm ground. They are indeed the liars. Satan has gained mastery over them, and has
caused them to remain oblivious of the remembrance of God. Such as these are Satan’s
partisans. Most certainly, the partisans of Satan will truly be the losers. Those who
contend against God and His Messenger shall find themselves among the most abject.
God has ordained: ‘I shall most certainly prevail, I and My messengers.” God is indeed
Powerful, Almighty. You cannot find people who believe in God and the Last Day and
[at the same time] love anyone who contends against God and His Messenger, even

10



Al-Tawbah (The Repentance) | PROLOGUE

though they be their fathers, sons, brothers or their kindred. It is they [the believers] in
whose hearts He has inscribed faith, and whom He has strengthened with inspiration
from Himself and whom He will admit into gardens through which running waters
flow, therein to abide. Well- pleased is God with them, and they with Him. They are
God’s partisans. Most certainly, God’s partisans shall be the ones who are successful.
(58: 14-22)

Believers, do not take the Jews and the Christians for your allies. They are allies of one
another. Whoever of you allies himself with them is indeed one of them. God does not
bestow His guidance on the wrongdoers. Yet you see those who are sick at heart rush
to their defence, saying, ‘We fear lest a change of fortune should befall us.” God may
well bring about victory [for believers] or some other event of His own making, and
those [waverers] will terribly regret the thought they had secretly harboured within
themselves. The believers will say: Are these the self-same people who swore by God
their most solemn oaths that they were with you?’ All their works are in vain and they
will lose all. (5: 51-53)

Believers, do not take My enemies, who are your enemies as well, for your allies,
showing them affection even though they do not believe in the truth that has come to
you. They have driven the Messenger and yourselves away, only because you believe
in God, your Lord! If you have gone forth from your homes to strive in My cause, and
out of a longing for My goodly acceptance, [do not] incline towards them in secret
affection. I am fully aware of all that you may conceal and all that you do openly. Any
of you who does this has already strayed from the right path. If they could but
overcome you, they would remain your foes, and would stretch forth their hands and
tongues against you with evil intent; for they desire that you should be unbelievers.
Neither your kinsfolk nor your own children will be of any benefit to you on
Resurrection Day when He will decide between you. God sees all that you do. Indeed,
you have had a good example in Abraham and those who followed him, when they said
to their people: 'We are quit of you and of all that you worship instead of God. We
deny whatever you believe; and between us and you there has arisen enmity and
hatred, to last until such a time as you come to believe in the One God.” The only
exception was Abraham’s saying to his father, I shall pray for God’s forgiveness for
you, although I do not have it in my power to obtain anything from God on your
behalf. Our Lord! In You have we placed our trust, and to You do we return. To You
is all journey’s end.” (60: 1-4)

These ten quotations, each drawn from a different siirah are sufficient to give us a
fair idea of the weaknesses that might naturally and inevitably appear in the Muslim
community as a result of the constant influx of new elements. For it takes time and
effort before they are fully integrated with the solid base of the community.

11
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The Process of Integration

However, the structure of the Muslim community in Madinah remained generally
sound, because it essentially relied on its solid foundation, made up of the elite of the
Muhajirin and the Ansar. This foundation gave the Muslim community its strong
constitution that withstood all weakening elements and overcame all hazards that
might have been brought in by newcomers who had not yet been integrated into it.

Gradually, these new elements were integrated into the solid core, and the
numbers of the weak, the hypocrites, and those who lacked the ideological clarity
that serves as the basis of all relations and ties dwindled. Shortly before the conquest
of Makkah, the Muslim community in Madinah was very close to complete
integration, providing the closest model of society Islamic education seeks to bring
into existence.

There undoubtedly remained different levels of participation according to the
various actions different individuals undertook for Islam. Some groups were
distinguished by the dedication, work and sacrifice they made to serve God’s cause.
Examples of these were the earliest to believe in Islam among the Muhdjirin and the
Ansar, the people of Badr, those who were party to the pledge given to the Prophet at
al-Hudaybiyyah, and generally those who donated and fought before the conquest of
Makkah. Qur’anic and hadith texts, as well as the practical situation in the Muslim
community confirmed these distinctions that resulted from action taken for Islam.

o “As for the first to lead the way, of the Muhajirin and the Ansar, as well as those who
follow them in [the way of] righteousness, God is well pleased with them, and well
pleased are they with Him. He has prepared for them gardens through which running
waters flow, where they shall abide for ever. That is the supreme triumph.” (9: 100)

e “It may well be that God has looked at the people of Badr and said: "Do as you
like, for heaven is indeed your deserved reward.” (This occurs in an authentic
hadith related by al-Bukhari. It comes as the Prophet’s reply to “Umar when he
requested the Prophet’s permission to kill Hatib ibn Abi Balta’ah who, in a
moment of weakness, sent word to the Quraysh telling them of the Prophet’s
intention to march to Makkah.)

o “Well pleased indeed was God with the believers when they pledged their allegiance to
you under that tree. He knew what was in their hearts; and so He bestowed inner
peace upon them from on high, and rewarded them with the happy news of a victory
soon to come and of many war gains which they would achieve. God is indeed
Almighty, Wise.” (48: 18-19)

e “Not equal are those of you who spent and fought in God’s cause before the victory.
They are of a higher rank than those who would spend and fight after it, although God
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has promised the ultimate good to both. God is aware of all that you do.” (57: 10)

e “Take it easy, Khalid! Leave my Companions alone. By God, had you had
Mount Uhud in gold and you spent it all for God’s cause, you could not match
a single trip of any one among my Companions, nor a return trip.” (This hadith
is mentioned by Ibn al-Qayyim in Zad al-Ma’ad. It is the Prophet’s reply to
Khalid ibn al-Walid when he fell out with *Abd al-Rahman ibn "Awf — may
God be pleased with them both. There is no doubt that Khalid ibn al-Walid is
the man given the title Sayf Allah, or God’s Sword, for his great achievements
as a commander of Muslim armies. “~Abd al-Rahman, however, was one of the
very first people to accept Islam. Hence, the Prophet’s words in describing
such a group of special distinction in the Muslim community of Madinah.)

That there were these different grades on the basis of strength of faith was no
barrier to bridging the gap between them in the Madinah society before the conquest
of Makkah. In fact, most of the apparent weaknesses within the ranks of the Muslim
community were remedied, and their symptoms disappeared. Hence the whole of
Madinah society could be considered as forming a solid Islamic basis.

However, when Makkah fell to Islam in year 8, followed by the surrender of the
Hawazin and the Thaqif tribes, which were the last two large tribes to put up
resistance to Islam, this ushered in a great influx of new Muslims. Needless to say,
these were of different levels with regard to their outlook. Some among them were
hypocrites, while others simply adopted Islam, the new overpowering force. Others
still needed to be won over to Islam. Mostly, however, these were people who had
not yet understood the fundamentals of Islam and their souls had not yet interacted
with its values and principles.

The stubborn opposition of the Quraysh continued to act as a barrier preventing
the advance of Islam into the rest of Arabia. The Quraysh tribe had the ultimate say
in all religious matters in Arabia, and it exercised a very strong influence over
economic, political and social matters. Hence its determined and uncompromising
opposition to the new faith ensured that the rest of Arabia turned away from it, or at
least adopted a wait and see attitude until the fight between the Quraysh and one of
its children had produced a clear winner. When the Quraysh declared its submission,
followed by the major tribes of Hawazin and Thagqif, and when the three main Jewish
tribes in Madinah had previously been subdued, and those of Khaybar had been
defeated, people embraced the new faith in flocks. The whole of Arabia submitted to
Islam within one year.

Advances and Weaknesses

This rapid expansion in the geographical area of Islam heralded the resurgence, on
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an even more intensive scale, of all the symptoms experienced after the resounding
victory the Muslims achieved in the Battle of Badr. The Muslim community had
almost managed to rid itself of those, thanks to the seven-year-long education
process it had enjoyed after that battle. The rapid geographical expansion of Islam in
Arabia could have had some serious negative effects, had it not been for the fact that
Madinah had become, in its entirety, the solid base of Islam. It was God Almighty
who looked after the new faith and charted its course. He had prepared the first core
of believers, the Muhajirin and the Ansar, to be the first solid base of Islam after the
relatively important expansion that followed the victory at Badr. He also made the
whole of Madinah the solid base which would withstand the great expansion
brought about by the splendid triumph achieved when Makkah was won over to
Islam. God certainly knows what forces to mobilize in support of His message.

The first symptom of the new dangers appeared on the day of the Battle of
Hunayn, mentioned in this sirah: “God has granted you His support on many a
battlefield, and also in the Battle of Hunayn, when you took pride in your numerical strength,
but it availed you nothing. For all its vastness, the earth seemed too narrow for you, and you
turned back in flight. God then bestowed from on high an air of inner peace on His Messenger
and on the believers, and He sent down forces whom you could not see, and punished those
who disbelieved. Such is the reward for the unbelievers.” (Verses 25-26)

One of the apparent reasons for the defeat at the beginning of the battle was that
2,000 of those the Prophet had pardoned in Makkah, and who embraced Islam after
the fall of that city, had joined the 10,000-strong army which originally travelled from
Madinah to subdue the Quraysh in Makkah. The presence of those 2,000 men
alongside the others who came from Madinah was a cause of imbalance in the
Muslim ranks. There was also the fact that the Hawazin took the Muslims by
surprise. What that meant was that the army did not wholly belong to the solid, well-
knit base which had been nurtured over the several years separating the Battle of
Badr and the conquest of Makkah.

Similarly, the negative symptoms that appeared at the time of the Tabuk
Expedition were a natural result of this rapid expansion and the great influx of new
Muslims with varying standards of faith. These symptoms are discussed fully in this
sirah in a long exposition with varied styles and methods of treatment.

We now go on to review the historical events in the Muslim community within
two years of the fall of Makkah. When the Prophet passed away, most parts of
Arabia abandoned Islam. Only the Muslim society in Madinah, the solid base of
Islam, remained steadfast. Now we can easily explain this phenomenon. Two years
were not sufficient to allow the truth of Islam to settle in the hearts of the great
multitude of people who declared their acceptance of Islam after the fall of Makkah.
With different levels of faith, the Prophet’s death sent a shock wave throughout
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Arabia, leading to uncertainty. The solid base, however, remained firmly committed.
Pure, strong and united, it was able to reverse the tide of apostasy and return all
Arabia back to Islam.

This fact gives us a clear idea that God allowed the campaign of persecution
mounted against the Muslims in Makkah to continue for many years for a definite
purpose. In His wisdom, God left the tyrants of idolatry to continue their persecution
to the extent of bloodshed, killing some Muslims and torturing many others. God
knew that this was part of the proper education of the first Muslim community to
form the solid base for Islam. Without such a long trial, people do not grow
sufficiently solid to withstand great pressures. It is such a degree of steadfastness,
dedication and commitment — in the face of torture, hardship, and killings, with
people turned away from their homes, suffering hunger and hardship, yet being
small in number and without any human support — that is needed by the hard core
of the new faith as it makes its first march.

This hard core of the early Muhajirin was subsequently joined by the early Ansar,
and both groups formed the solid base in Madinah, before the Battle of Badr. They
were the ones who remained strongly committed when elements of weakness
appeared following the influx of newcomers who accepted Islam after the Badr
victory, but who had not had time to integrate with the hard core or achieve its level
of commitment.

The solid base itself grew in numbers so as to include, just before the fall of
Makkah, the whole Madinah society. Again, this solid base was the one to protect
Islam and spare it several pitfalls after the Makkan victory, and then again at the
time of the Prophet’s death, when most parts of Arabia rebelled against Islam.

While this fact explains the wisdom behind allowing the hard trial the Muslims
endured in Makkah and the great dangers faced by the Muslim society in Madinah,
up to the time of signing the al-Fludaybiyah peace treaty, it also gives us an insight
into the method of action the Islamic message follows at all times and in all societies.

All efforts should be directed at first to establish the hard core of true believers,
who withstand trials and cannot be shaken. They need further education in their
faith so as to grow in strength and awareness. Extreme caution should be exercised in
order to guard against horizontal expansion before this hard core comes into being:
solidly committed and having profound insight. Indeed, shallow horizontal
expansion represents grave dangers that threaten the very existence of any Islamic
movement, because it would then be following a different way from that of the first
Islamic community and adopting a different method of action.

Yet it is God who ensures that His message follows the right way. Whenever He
wishes to allow a truly Islamic movement to emerge, He exposes its early advocates
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to a long trial. He lets victory be slow coming, and leaves them few in number, with
other people taking a negative attitude towards them, until they show their
steadfastness and firm commitment. Thus, they prove that they are able to form the
hard, enlightened core who can be trusted with His message. He will then show
them their way ahead. God is able to achieve His purpose, but most people do not
know this.

Jihad and its Final Rulings

Now we will have a brief look at the main topics addressed in the sirah,
particularly the final rulings concerning relations between the Muslim community
and other communities. Since the rulings given in this surah are the final ones, they
represent the ultimate line of action.

We need to quote here what we stated in the Prologue to Siirah 8 (Volume 7) about
the nature of the Islamic method of action. We can only understand the present final
rulings in the light of the earlier, provisional ones. Even though this may be
repetitive in this book, a reminder of these is certainly both useful and important.

In his priceless book Zad al-Ma’ad, Imam Ibn al-Qayyim includes a chapter with
the title, "The Progress of the Prophet’s Guidance on Dealing with the Unbelievers
and the Hypocrites from the Start of His Mission to the End of His Life’. This is given
below in a highly summarized form:

The first revelation given to the Prophet by his Lord — limitless is He in His
glory — was His order to him, “Read in the name of your Lord who created man
out of a germ-cell.” (96: 1-2) This was the start of his prophethood. The
instruction to him was to read within himself. At that point, He did not order
him to convey anything to anyone. He subsequently revealed to him: “You
who are enfolded, arise and warn!” (74: 1-2) This means that God made him a
prophet by telling him to read, and He gave him his mission by saying, “You
who are enfolded, arise and warn!” (74: 1-2) God then ordered him to warn his
immediate clan. Subsequently, he gave the same warning to his own people,
then to the surrounding Arabian tribes, then to all Arabs, then to mankind
generally.

For more than a decade after the start of his prophethood, Muhammad [peace
be upon him] continued to advocate the faith without resorting to fighting or
the imposition of any loyalty tax, i.e. jizyah. Throughout this period he was
ordered to stay his hand, forbear patiently and overlook all opposition. Later,
God gave him permission to migrate [from Makkah to Madinah] and
permitted him to fight. He then instructed him to fight those who wage war
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against him and to maintain peace with those who refrain from fighting him.
At a later stage, God ordered him to fight the idolaters until all submission is
made to God alone.

After the order was given to the Prophet to strive and fight for God’s cause
[i.e. jihad], unbelievers were in three categories with regard to their relations
with him: those with whom he was in peace and truce, combatants fighting
him, and those under his protection [i.e. ahl al-dhimmah]. God ordered him to
honour his treaties with those whom he had a peace treaty, as long as they
honoured their commitments. If he feared treachery on their part, he was to
revoke the treaty but would not fight them until he had informed them of the
termination of their peace treaty. On the other hand, he was to fight those
who violated their treaties with him.

When Siirah 9, Repentance, was revealed, it outlined the policy towards all
these three categories. The Prophet is ordered there to fight his enemies from
among the people of earlier faiths until they submit to his authority, paying
the loyalty tax, jizyah, or embrace Islam. He is also ordered in the same surah
to strive hard against the unbelievers and the idolaters. He strove against the
unbelievers with arms, and against the hypocrites with argument and proof.

A further order to the Prophet in Siirah 9 was to terminate all treaties with
unbelievers, classifying such people into three groups. The first group he was
ordered to fight, because these were the ones who violated their treaties with
him and who were untrue to their commitments. He fought them and was
victorious. The second group consisted of those with whom he had a peace
treaty which they had honoured fully, and the treaty was to run for a specific
term. They had given no support to any person or group who opposed the
Prophet. With these he was to honour the peace treaty until it had run its
course. The third group included those with whom the Prophet had no treaty
and no previous fighting engagements, as well as those who had an open-
ended agreement. The Prophet was instructed to give these four months’
notice, after which he was to fight them. The Prophet acted on these
instructions, fought those who violated their treaties, and gave four-months’
notice to those who had no treaty or had one without a specific term. Those
who honoured their treaty were to have it honoured by the Prophet until the
end of its term. All these embraced Islam before the end of their term. As for
those who pledged loyalty to him, they were to pay the loyalty tax, jizyah.

Thus, after the revelation of Surah 9, the unbelievers were in three different
categories with regard to the Prophet’s relations with them: combatants, or
bound by a specified-term treaty, or loyal. The second category embraced
Islam shortly thereafter, leaving the other two groups: combatants who
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feared him, and those who were loyal. Thus, all mankind were divided into
three classes: Muslims who believed in the Prophet’s message; those at peace
with him who enjoyed security; and those who were hostile and feared him.

As for the hypocrites, he was instructed to accept from them what they
professed, leaving the final verdict on them to God. He was to strive against
them with informed argument. He was further instructed to turn away from
them and to be hard so that he would deliver his message to them in a way
that they could not refute. He was forbidden to pray for them when they
died, or to visit their graves. He was informed that if he were to pray for them
to be forgiven, God would not forgive them.

Such was the Prophet’s policy towards his opponents, both unbelievers and
hypocrites.”

This excellent summary of the different stages of the development of jihad, or
striving for God’s cause, reveals a number of profound features of the Islamic
approach which merit discussion; but we can only present them here very briefly.

The first of these features is the serious realism of the Islamic approach. Islam is a
movement confronting a human situation with appropriate means. What it confronts
is a state of ignorance, or jahiliyyah, which prevails over ideas and beliefs, giving rise
to practical systems that are supported by political and material authority. Thus, the
Islamic approach is to confront all this with vigorous means and suitable resources. It
presents its arguments and proofs to correct concepts and beliefs; and it strives with
power to remove the systems and authorities that prevent people from adopting the
right beliefs, forcing them to follow their errant ways and worship deities other than
God Almighty. The Islamic approach does not resort to the use of verbal argument
when confronting material power. Nor does it ever resort to compulsion and
coercion in order to force its beliefs on people. Both are equally alien to the Islamic
approach as it seeks to liberate people from subjugation so that they may serve God
alone.

Secondly, Islam is a practical movement that progresses from one stage to the
next, utilizing for each stage practical, effective and competent means, while at the
same time preparing the ground for the next stage. It does not confront practical
realities with abstract theories, nor does it use the same old means to face changing
realities. Some people ignore this essential feature of the Islamic approach and
overlook the nature of the different stages of development it contains. They cite
Qur’anic statements stating that they represent the Islamic approach, without
relating these statements to the stages they addressed. When they do so, they betray

"Tbn al-Qayyim, Zad al-Ma"ad, Mu'assasah al-Risalah, Beirut, 1994, Vol. 3, pp. 158-161.
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their utter confusion and give the Islamic approach a deceptive appearance. They
assign to Qur’anic verses insupportable rules and principles, treating each verse or
statement as outlining final Islamic rules. Themselves a product of the sorry and
desperate state of contemporary generations who have nothing of Islam other than
its label, and defeated both rationally and spiritually, they claim that Islamic jihad is
always defensive. They imagine that they are doing Islam a service when they cast
away its objective of removing all tyrannical powers from the face of the earth, so
that people are freed from serving anyone other than God. Islam does not force
people to accept its beliefs; rather, it aims to provide an environment where people
enjoy full freedom of belief. It abolishes oppressive political systems depriving
people of this freedom, or forces them into submission so that they allow their
peoples complete freedom to choose to believe in Islam if they so wish.

Thirdly, such continuous movement and progressive ways and means do not
divert Islam from its definitive principles and well-defined objectives. Right from the
very first day, when it made its initial address to the Prophet’s immediate clan, then
to the Quraysh, and then the Arabs and finally putting its message to all mankind, its
basic theme remained the same, making the same requirement. It wants people to
achieve the same objective of worshipping God alone, submitting themselves to none
other than Him. There can be no compromise over this essential rule. It then moves
towards this single goal according to a well-thought-out plan, with progressive
stages, and fitting means.

Finally, we have a clear legal framework governing relations between the Muslim
community and other societies, as is evident in the excellent summary quoted from
Zad al-Ma’ad. This legal framework is based on the main principle that submission to
God alone is a universal message which all mankind must either accept or be at
peace with. It must not set up any impediment to this message, in the form of a
political system or material power. Every individual must remain free to make his or
her absolutely free choice to accept or reject it, feeling no pressure or compulsion.
Anyone who puts such impediments in the face of the message of complete
submission to God, must be resisted and fought by Islam.

The Final and Provisional Rulings

In the light of this excellent exposition we can understand the reasoning behind
the final rulings outlined in this surah. These include the termination of treaties with
idolaters, except for the ones with treaties specifying a term of expiry, provided that
they had not violated their treaties or collaborated with others against Islam. Others
who had open-ended treaties, or with no treaties, or who had violated the terms of
their treaties are given a period of four months grace, during which they are safe.
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When this grace period was over, they were to be taken and killed wherever they
happened to be found. They could not move in safety. We can also understand the
rulings about fighting the people of earlier revelations who had deviated from the
true divine religion until they are humbled and agreed to pay the submission tax. We
understand the final rulings concerning jihad against the hypocrites, together with
the unbelievers, and being harsh to them, unwilling to pray for their dead or stand
over their graves. All these rulings amend earlier, provisional ones given before the
revelation of the present siirah. We believe that this amendment is now clear.

We cannot speak here in detail about these final rulings, or even about the
provisional ones, or about other topics addressed in this surah. All this will come in
for detailed discussion as we comment on the Qur’anic text.

However, we need to clarify that those provisional rulings have not been
abrogated in the sense that they can no longer be implemented in any situation the
Muslim community finds itself in. The fact is that the practical situation faced by the
Muslim community in different circumstances, places and times may determine,
through absolute scholarly effort and discretion, which ruling is most suited to a
particular situation, time and place. However, sight must not be lost of the final
rulings to which the community should revert whenever it is able to implement
them, as was the case at the time when this siirah was revealed. These rulings were
subsequently implemented during the Islamic conquests, in the treatment of both
unbelievers and the people of earlier revelations.

Some defeatist elements are overwhelmed by the pressures resulting from the
desperate situation of present-day Muslims, who have nothing of Islam other than its
name, and from the wicked attack by the Orientalists on the concept of jihad. Hence
they try to find excuses by relying on provisional rulings and ignoring the true basis
of the Islamic approach that moves forward to liberate mankind from servitude to
other human beings, so that they can worship God alone. Its aim is to destroy
tyrannical forces and regimes which force people to submit to a rule different from
that of God, and apply a law other than His own.

Such defeatists quote verses like: “If they incline to peace, then incline you to it as well,
and place your trust in God.” (8: 61) “As for such [of the unbelievers] who do not fight
against you on account of your faith, and neither drive you forth from your homelands, God
does not forbid you to show them kindness and to behave towards them with full equity.” (60:
8) “Fight for the cause of God those who wage war against you, but do not commit
aggression. Indeed, God does not love aggressors.” (2: 190) “Say: ‘People of earlier
revelations! Let us come to an agreement which is equitable between you and us: that we shall
worship none but God, that we shall associate no partners with Him, and that we shall not
take one another for lords beside God.” And if they turn away, then say: ‘Bear witness that we
have surrendered ourselves to God.”” (3: 64)
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They go on to say that Islam, then, does not fight anyone other than those who
tight against the people in the land of Islam, within its area, or those who threaten it
from outside. They further cite the fact that the Prophet signed the peace treaty with
the idolaters at al- Fludaybiyah, and prior to that he had a treaty with the Jews and
idolaters in Madinah. This defeatist logic means that Islam has nothing to do with the
rest of mankind. It does not, or should not, care what deities they worship, or if one
group of people are made lords over others, as long as it is safe within its own
territory. This smacks of disrespect for Islam and God Almighty, resulting from a
feeling of utter defeat.

What is worse, when these people feel unable to change the miserable conditions
of today’s Muslims, or face up to international forces hostile to Islam, they do not see
that their weakness is the result of their moving away from Islam. On the contrary,
they persistently try to attribute their own weakness and defeat to Islam, the noble
faith God has laid down for mankind.

The texts to which they resort are provisional ones, addressing a particular
situation. The state of affairs they addressed may happen again. In such conditions,
the provisional rulings may be applied because the Muslim community lives a
similar situation to the one they addressed the first time. But this does not mean that
these are the ultimate rulings, and the approach they follow is the final one Islam
provides. What it means is that the Muslim community needs to persist in trying to
improve its situation, removing any impediments standing in its way, until it can
apply the final rulings given in this last siirah. Needless to say, these addressed a
situation entirely different from that addressed by the provisional ones.

In relation to the idolaters, the final statements say:

Disavowal by God and His Messenger [is hereby announced] to those of the idolaters
with whom you have made a treaty. [Announce to them:] You may go freely in the
land for four months, but you must realize that you can never escape Gods judgement,
and that God shall bring disgrace upon the unbelievers. And a proclamation from God
and His Messenger is hereby made to all mankind on this day of the greater
pilgrimage: God is free from obligation to the idolaters, and so is His Messenger. If
you repent, it shall be for your own good; and if you turn away, then know that you
can never escape Gods judgement. Give the unbelievers the news of grievous suffering,
except for those idolaters with whom you have made a treaty and who have honoured
their obligations [under the treaty] in every detail, and have not aided anyone against
you. To these fulfil your obligations until their treaties have run their term. God loves
those who are righteous. When these months of grace are over, slay the idolaters
wherever you find them, and take them captive, besiege them, and lie in wait for them
at every conceivable place. Yet if they should repent, take to prayer and pay the zakat,
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let them go their way. For God is Much- forgiving, Merciful. If any of the idolaters
seeks asylum with you, grant him protection, so that he may hear the word of God,

and then convey him to his place of safety. That is because the idolaters are people who
lack knowledge. (Verses 1-6)

And in relation to the people of earlier revelations, the final rulings are: “Fight
against those who — despite having been given scriptures — do not truly believe in God and
the Last Day, and do not treat as forbidden that which God and His Messenger have
forbidden, and do not follow the religion of truth, till they [agree to] pay the submission tax
with a willing hand, after they have been humbled.” (Verse 29)

If the Muslims today, in their present situation, cannot implement these final
rulings, then they are not, now and for the time being, required to do so. For God
does not charge anyone with more than he or she can do. They may resort to the
provisional rulings, approaching them gradually, until such a time when they are
able to implement these final rulings. But they may not twist the final texts in order
to show them as consistent with the provisional ones. They may not impose their
own weakness on the divine faith, which remains firm and strong. Let them fear God
and not attempt to weaken God’s faith under the pretext of showing it to be a
religion of peace. It is certainly the religion of peace, but this must be based on saving
all mankind from submission to anyone other than God. Islam is the code God has
given to mankind so that they may elevate themselves to be worthy of it, and to
enjoy its good fruits. It is not devised by any human being. Hence, its advocates must
not be ashamed of declaring that their ultimate goal is to destroy all forces that stand
in its way of liberating mankind from any shackle that prevents the free choice of
adopting Islam.

When people follow human codes and apply man-made laws to regulate their
lives, every doctrine and code has the right to live in peace within its own area, as
long as it does not entail aggression against others. In this case, coexistence of
different creeds, regimes and social orders should be the norm. But when there is a
divine code requiring complete submission to God alone, and there are alongside it
systems and conditions that are man-made, advocating submission to human beings,
the matter is fundamentally different. In this case, it is right that the divine system
should move across barriers to liberate people from enslavement by others. They will
then be free to choose their faith in a situation where people surrender themselves to
God alone.

Those defeatists twist texts in order to save themselves from their imagined
embarrassment in trying to explain why Islam moves beyond its original borders to
save mankind from submission to anyone other than God. They forget the great truth
of a divine system based on submission to God alone facing man-made systems
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under which people submit to one another.

From the Islamic point of view, jihad has its own justification, derived from its
own system. Defeatists will be well advised to examine this justification. Perhaps
when they do so, God will give them added strength and a criterion which He has
promised to His God-fearing servants.

Special to This Surah

Finally, unlike all other surahs, this one does not have the usual phrase we find at
the beginning of each surah in the original master copies written at the time of
“Uthman.

Al-Tirmidhi reports that “Abdullah ibn “Abbas, a close and learned
Companion of the Prophet, said that he had asked “Uthman ibn “Affan, the
third Caliph who is universally recognized as having authorized the
compilation of the Qur’anic text as we have it today, why Surah 8, al-Anfal,
consisting of less than 100 verses, was placed before Surah 9, al-Tawbah,
which comprises over 100 verses, and which, unlike other surahs, does not
contain the usual opening phrase of “In the name of God, the Compassionate, the
Merciful”? He further enquired of him why Siurah 8 was grouped with the
seven long siurahs [that appear at the beginning of the Qur’an]?

“Uthman answered, “The Prophet (peace be upon him) used to receive verses
or passages from several surahs at the same time. He would call the scribes
and instruct them to put specific verses at specified places in their respective
surahs. Al-Anfal was one of the earliest sirahs revealed in Madinah while al-
Tawbah was one of the latest, but their subject matter was very similar that I
suspected they might be one surah. The Prophet passed away without
clarifying this particular point. Therefore, I placed them one after the other
without separation.”

This report is the most acceptable explanation for the juxtaposition of the two
siurahs without separating them by the normal line of In the name of God, the
Compassionate, the Merciful. It also gives us a clear statement that the position of each
verse in all sirahs and the order they were placed in the Qur’an was made on the
basis of instructions given by the Prophet himself. More than one siirah might be in
the process of revelation at the same time. Hence, when one or more verses were
revealed to address a particular situation or to outline or prepare for a definitive
ruling, according to Islam’s practical approach and method of action, the Prophet
would order that these verses be placed in their particular position in the surah in
which they should be included. Thus, every verse was given its position, and every
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surah was given its proper order.

We have repeatedly said that each sirah has its own character and features.
Moreover, each has its own ambience, and employs particular phrases that bring out
in full relief its character and distinctive features. Perhaps the preceding paragraph
and the hadith quoted before it explain this clear Qur’anic phenomenon.
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1

The Basis of Inter-
Communal Relations

Disavowal by God and His Messenger [is
hereby announced] to those of the idolaters
with whom you have made a treaty. (1)

[Announce to them:] You may go freely in
the land for four months, but you must
realize that you can never escape God'’s
Judgement, and that God shall bring
disgrace upon the unbelievers. (2)

And a proclamation from God and His
Messenger is hereby made to all mankind
on this day of the greater pilgrimage: God
is free from obligation to the idolaters, and
so 75 His Messenger. If you repent, it shall
be for your own good; and if you turn away,
then know that you can never escape God’s
Judgement. Give the unbelievers the news of
grievous suffering, (3)

except for those idolaters with whom you
have made a treaty and who have honoured
their obligations [under the treaty] in every
detail, and have not aided anyone against
you. To these fulfil your obligations until
their treaties have run their term. God loves
those who are righteous. (4)
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When these months of grace are over, slay
the idolaters wherever you find them, and
take them captive, besiege them, and lie in
wait for them at every conceivable place.
Yet if they should repent, take to prayer
and pay the gakat, let them go their way.
For God is Much-forgiving, Merciful. (5)

If any of the idolaters seeks asylum with
you, grant him protection, so that he may
hear the word of God, and then convey him
to bis place of safety. That is becanse the
idolaters are people who lack knowledge.

©)

How can there be a treaty with God and
His Messenger for the idolaters, unless it be
those of them with whom you have made a
treaty at the Sacred Mosque? So long as
they are true to you, be true to them; for
God loves those who are God-fearing. (7)

How [else conld it be] when, should they
prevail over you, they will respect neither
agreement made with you, nor obligation of
hononr towards you? They try to please you
with what they say, while at heart they
remain adamantly hostile. Most of them
are transgressors. (8)

They barter away God’s revelations for a
paltry price and debar others from His
path. Evil indeed is what they do. (9)
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They
obligation of honour with regard to any

respect  neither — agreement  nor

believer. Those indeed are the aggressors.

(10)

Yet, if they repent, take to prayers and pay
the zakat, they are your brethren in faith.
Clear do We make Our revelations to

people of knowledge. (11)

But if they break their pledges after having
concluded a treaty with you, and revile your
religion, then fight these archetypes of
faithlessness who have no [respect for al
binding pledge, so that they may desist.
(12)

Will you not fight against people who have
broken their solemn pledges and set out to
drive out the Messenger, and who were the
first to attack you? Do you fear them? It is
God alone whom you should fear, if you

are true believers. (13)

Fight them: God will punish them at your
hands, and will bring disgrace upon them;
and will grant you victory over them and
will grant heart-felt satisfaction to those
who are believers, (14)

removing all angry feelings from  their
hearts. God will turn in His mercy to
whom He wills. God is All-knowing and
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Wise. (15)

Do you think that you will be left alone,
unless God takes cognizance of those of you
who strive hard for His cause and establish
close association with none other than God,
His Messenger and the believers? God is
well aware of what you do. (10)

It is not for the idolaters to visit or tend
God’s houses of worship; for they are self-
confessed unbelievers. VVain shall be their
actions and they shall abide in the fire.
(17)

If God’s houses of worship may be tended
only by those who believe in God and the
Last Day, are constant in prayers, pay
gakat (i.e. the obligatory charity) and fear
none other than God. It is those who are
likely to be rightly guided. (18)

Do you, perchance, consider that the
provision of drinking water to pilgrims and
tending the Sacred Mosque are equal to
believing in God and the Last Day and
striving for God’s canse? These are not
equal in God’s sight. God does not provide
guidance for people who are wrongdoers.
(19)

Those who believe, and leave their homses
and strive hard for God’s canse with their
property and their lives stand higher in
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rank with God. It is they who shall
trinmph. (20)

Their Lord gives them the happy news of
bestowing on  them His grace, and
acceptance, and of the gardens of eternal

bliss (21)

where they shall reside for ever. God’s
reward is great indeed. (22)

Believers, do not take your fathers and
brothers for allies if they choose unbelief in
preference to faith. Those of you who take
them for allies are indeed wrongdoers. (23)

Say: If your fathers, your sons, your
brothers, your spouses, your clan, and the
property  you have acquired, and the
business in which you fear a decline, and
the dwellings in which yon take pleasure,
are dearer to you than God and His
Messenger and the struggle in His cause,
then wait until God shall make manifest
His will. God does not provide guidance to

the evildoers.” (24)

God has granted you His support on many
a battlefield, and also in the Battle of
Hunayn, when you took pride in your
numerical - strength, but it availed you
nothing. For all its vastness, the earth
seemed too narrow for you, and you turned
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back in flight. (25) = i (';‘jj
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Merciful. (27)
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Wise. (28 )
(28) 5
Overview

This opening passage was revealed later than the rest of the surah. We have
explained in earlier volumes that the final ordering of the verses in each surah
followed instructions given by the Prophet himself. This means that such ordering is
final and done on the basis of instructions received by the Prophet from on high.

This passage terminates treaties and agreements that were in force at the time
between the Muslims and the unbelievers. A notice of four months is given to those
who have treaties running indefinitely, or those who have violated their treaties.
Others who have treaties running for a specified term and have honoured their
obligations under those treaties, without ever backing or aiding anyone against the
Muslims, are promised to have their treaties honoured by the Muslims to the end of
their specified terms. Thus, the final outcome is the termination of all treaties with
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unbelievers in the Arabian Peninsula, and an end to the very concept of having a
treaty with idolaters. This takes the form of a disavowal of all obligations towards
idolaters and questioning the very idea of idolaters having a treaty or covenant with
God and His Messenger.

The passage also includes a ban on idolaters from doing the tawaif, which is the
ritual walk around the Ka'bah, or visiting it for worship in any way or form. This
abrogates the earlier mutual pledges of security between the Prophet and the
idolaters ensuring the safety of all people in the Ka'bah and during the sacred
months.

When we review the events that took place during the Prophet’s lifetime so as to
draw an outline of the historical progress and nature of the proactive approach of
Islam, its progressive stages and ultimate goals, we see very clearly that this decisive
step was taken at its most appropriate time. It was now possible to reorganize
relations between the Islamic community and other camps, whether idolaters or
people of earlier revelations.

Stage after stage and event after event, it was practically demonstrated that it was
impossible to achieve coexistence between two diametrically opposed ways of life
with such deep-rooted and fundamental differences that affect every detail of
concepts, beliefs, moral values, social behaviour, as well as social, economic and
political structures.

Such fundamental differences were bound to surface as a result of the differences
in beliefs and concepts. We have one way of life based entirely on submission of all
mankind to God alone who has no partners, and another that makes people submit
to other human beings and false deities. The two are bound to be in conflict at every
step and in every aspect of life.

It was not just a coincidence that the Quraysh should take such a permanently
hostile attitude to the Islamic call which raised the banner that “there is no deity
other than God, and Muhammad is God’s Messenger.” Its hostility continued
throughout the period when the Prophet was in Makkah and sought to crush it in
open warfare after he migrated to Madinah. Nor was it by coincidence that the Jews
in Madinah should stand up in opposition to the Islamic message or that they should
join forces with the idolaters, in spite of the Scriptures in which they professed to
believe. Both the Quraysh and the Jews tried to forge an alliance grouping all Arab
tribes in an all-out effort to exterminate the whole Muslim community. They felt that
the establishment of the Muslim state in Madinah on the basis of faith and its
implementation of the divine way of life represented a danger that threatened them
and which they felt they had to remove.

We will learn presently that the same can be said for the Christians’ attitude
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towards the Islamic message despite the fact they also had divine Scriptures. This
was the case in Yemen, Syria and beyond both these areas, and at all times. It is all in
the nature of things.

Those who adopt other creeds and philosophies know that it is in the nature of the
Islamic approach to insist on the establishment of a state based on belief in God. It
aims to liberate all mankind from submission to other creatures so that they may
submit to God alone, and to remove all physical and material impediments that
prevent human beings from exercising their right to freedom of choice. It is also
natural that those who follow other creeds try to crush the divine way of life in
which they see a real threat to their very existence, their systems and social set-ups.
Such a polarization is, then, inevitable.

Such hostility, inevitable as it certainly is, surfaced in a variety of forms, time after
time, and served to emphasize the need for this final step announced in this sirah.
The immediate causes mentioned in some reports were only episodes in a long chain
of events that had been going on ever since the early days of the Islamic message.

When we adopt such a broad perspective and try to delve into the root causes
dictating attitudes and actions, we can properly understand the need for this final
step. We must not overlook the immediate causes because these, in turn, were only
episodes in a long series of events.

In his commentary on the Qur’an, Imam al-Baghawi quotes earlier commentators
as saying: “When the Prophet set out on his expedition to Tabtk, the hypocrites
started to spread rumours while the idolaters began to violate the treaties they had
with the Muslims. God then revealed this verse which is applicable to the latter
group. He gave them four months’ notice if their treaties were of shorter duration,
and announced the termination of longer-lasting treaties after four months.”

Reviewing the views of other commentators, Imam al-Tabari says:

As for the notice given by God permitting idolaters with a treaty to ‘go freely
in the land for four months,” perhaps the more accurate view is to say that this
notice is given by God to those idolaters who, despite having peace treaties,
collaborated with others against the Prophet and the Muslim community
violating their treaties before they ran out. As for those who fulfilled their
obligations under such treaties and refrained from collaborating with others,
God — limitless is He in His glory — ordered His Messenger to honour his
treaty with them until their term had been completed. This is clear in the
Qur’anic statement: “Except for those idolaters with whom you have made a treaty
and who have honoured their obligations [under the treaty] in every detail, and have
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not aided anyone against you. To these fulfil your obligations until their treaties have

4

run their term. God loves those who are righteous.” (Verse 4)3
Al-Tabari also quotes Mujahid as saying;:

In the statement, ‘Disavowal by God and His Messenger [is hereby announced] to
those of the idolaters with whom you have made a treaty,” the reference here is
made to the tribe of Mudlij and the Arabs bound by a treaty with the
Muslims and all other peoples with similar treaties. It is reported that when
the Prophet returned from Tabtiik, he wanted to go on pilgrimage. He then
thought, ‘the Ka'bah is visited by idolaters who do the tawaf naked. I would
rather delay my pilgrimage until such a practice is stopped.” He sent Abu
Bakr and "Ali who went to see people at Dhu’l-Majaz and other markets, as
well as their encampments in pilgrimage. They gave notice to all people who
had treaties with the Prophet that they would have four months of peace.
When those four consecutive months, beginning with the twenty days
remaining of Dhu’l-Hijjah to the tenth day of Rabi" II, were over, the treaties
would come to an end. All people in Arabia would then be in a state of war
with the Muslims unless they believed in God and His Messenger. The whole
Arab population of Arabia became Muslims and none continued with their
old religion.’

A number of immediate causes were naturally a factor in taking this final and
decisive step. Nevertheless they were only links in a long chain which arises from the
basic conflict between the two ways of life which cannot coexist except for short
periods and which are bound to come to an end sooner or later.

Peace or No Peace

The late Shaikh Muhammad Rashid Rida’, a leading scholar of the late nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries, tries to identify these links in the chain right from the
early days of the Islamic message. However, he does not try to outline the basic and
permanent conflict which gives rise to the whole episode, leading eventually to the
natural result outlined in this sirah. In his commentary, al-Manar, he writes:

An indisputable fact known to all people is that God sent His Messenger,
Muhammad, the last of all prophets, with the message of Islam that provides
a complete and final version of the divine faith. His greatest proof is the
Qur’an, which defies human beings with a multifaceted challenge that we

8 Muhammad ibn Jarir al-Tabari, Jami" al-Bayan, Dar al-Fikr, Beirut, 1984, Vol. 10, pp. 62-63.
9 Al-Tabari, ibid., pp. 61-62.
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have outlined in our commentary on verse 3 of Siurah 2. The essence of
advocacy of the divine message is based on irrefutable rational and scientific
evidence.!” He has also established clearly that compulsion could in no way
be adopted as a means of spreading the faith. This has been outlined in our
commentary on verse 256 of Sirah 2.

The idolaters took an attitude of resistance, subjecting the believers to a
campaign of persecution and torture to force them to turn away from Islam.
They also tried to forcibly prevent the Prophet from conveying his message to
people. No one who accepted the new faith and believed in the Prophet’s
message felt safe or secure from death and torture unless he enjoyed the
protection of an ally or a relative. Hence they had to migrate time after time.

Then they escalated their campaign against the Prophet. They considered
arresting him permanently, and they also thought of banishing him, and they
also considered killing him openly in their meeting place. They finally opted
to murder him. God then ordered him to emigrate, as we have explained
when commenting on verse 30 of Siirah 8.11 The Prophet emigrated with those
of his Companions who were able to do so. They settled in Madinah where
they found support by the Angar who were believers in God and His
Messenger, showing their love of those who migrated to settle in their land,
and extended to them fine hospitality and a most generous treatment.

The conditions that prevailed between them and the idolaters of Makkah and
other areas in Arabia were naturally war conditions, as would have been
expected at the time. The Prophet entered into a peace treaty with the Jews in
Madinah and the surrounding area. But they violated their treaty and forged
an alliance with the idolaters, supporting them in their campaigns against the
Prophet and Islam. We have outlined all this in commenting on Surah 8.

At al-Hudaybiyah, the Prophet entered into a peace treaty with the idolaters
which provided for peace and security for ten years. He accepted conditions
which were most favourable to the idolaters, but this was an act of
magnanimity, not weakness. He wanted peace to prevail so that he could
ensure the propagation of his faith through clear argument and irrefutable
evidence.’? The tribe of Khuza'ah entered into a treaty with the Prophet,

10 It should be stated here that Shaikh Rashid Rida’was a proponent of the same school of Imam
Muhammad “Abduh, which is clearly influenced by Descartes and his philosophy, which is alien to
Islam. This school places very strong emphasis on reason, allowing it great scope in matters of faith.
Hence, it is important to add to rational and scientific proofs the simple, instinctive and natural
evidence which appeals to the entire human make up, including mind and feeling.

" Siirah 8 is discussed in Volume 7. — Editor's note.

' This is true if it means that the initial and basic standpoint is to try to spread the faith by argument
and conviction. However, it goes too far if it means to argue that jihaid is only a defensive strategy to
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while the tribe of Bakr joined an alliance with the Quraysh. The latter
launched an aggression against the former and they were helped in this by
the Quraysh who supported them with arms, thus violating their treaty with
the Prophet.

This was the cause for ending the peace and returning to a situation of war
which resulted in the Prophet’s campaign that ended with Makkah falling
peacefully to Islam. This was an event that considerably weakened and
humiliated the idolaters. However, they continued to fight against the
Prophet whenever they felt strong enough to do so. Experience had shown
that they could never be relied upon to honour their pledges, whether their
position was one of strength or weakness. We will presently see, in verse 7,
the exclamation, “How can there be a treaty with God and His Messenger...”
leading to the instruction in verse 12: “Fight these archetypes of faithlessness who
have no [respect for a] binding pledge, so that they may desist.” This means that
they will never honour their pledges or fulfil their obligations. What the surah
emphasizes here is that Muslims cannot coexist with them under the
provisions of their treaties, in order to ensure peace and security, while they
remain idolaters, observing no well-defined law which would have
committed them to fulfil the conditions of their treaty. Indeed, the people of
earlier Scriptures, who should have demonstrated a greater degree of
integrity and honour, were even quicker to violate their covenants and breach
their treaties.!3

This is the basis of the provisions outlined in this sirah which abrogated their
open-ended treaties, and allowed other treaties to run their course, provided
they remained faithful to such treaties. The reason for this was to remove
idolatry from the Arabian Peninsula so that it became wholly and purely for
the Muslims. All this is done while observing at the same time and as far as
possible the earlier rules, such as ‘Fight for the cause of God those who wage war
against you, but do not commit aggression,” (2: 190), and ‘If they incline to peace,
then incline you to it as well.” (8: 61) Nevertheless, many scholars are of the
view that this latter verse has been abrogated by the verse instructing the

protect the Muslims, and that peace is obligatory in any other situation as Shaikh Muhammad Rashid
Rida’(may God shower His mercy on him) seems to have maintained.

" Shaikh Rida’ (may God bless his soul) touches here on the fundamental truth that it is impossible for
the Muslims to coexist with idolaters and the people of earlier revelations on the basis of treaties,
except for a certain period. Nevertheless, he is more inclined to argue that relations between the
Muslim state and other camps should generally be based on peace agreements, unless the Muslims are
victims of aggression in their own land. He feels that this is always possible while the lack of such
Ppeace treaties is the exception. He says that the whole question concerns the idolaters in Arabia at the
time of the Prophet. While this is basically true, what applied to them applies to all idolaters
everywhere.
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Muslims to abrogate treaties with the idolaters and to fight them.14

It is clear from this presentation and the subsequent comments, as well as what
follows in Shaikh Muhammad Rashid Rida’s commentary that he properly defines
the real cause of this long series of treacherous actions by the idolaters who were
always on the look-out for an opportunity to suppress Islam and overpower its
advocates. Nevertheless, he does not dig deep enough to see how outstretched the
roots behind this attitude were. Nor does he visualize the fundamental quality in the
nature of this religion and its method of action, or the nature of radical differences
between the divine way of life and those devised by God’s creatures. Such
differences make a meeting between the two practically impossible. Hence, there can
be no permanent peaceful coexistence between a community implementing God'’s
law and other communities.

Under Strong Pressure

By contrast, in his book, al-Tafsir al-Hadith, Muhammad “Izzat Darwazah goes far
beyond the root causes on which the Islamic attitude to other communities is based.
Like other contemporary authors writing under oppressive pressures of the
miserable conditions of today’s Muslims and the all-too-visible strength of
contemporary idolaters, atheists and followers of other religions, he has a clear
purpose in mind. Hence, he tries hard to prove that Islam is a religion of peace,
aiming at nothing more than to live within its borders in peace. Wherever it is
possible to make a peace treaty, Islam should be keen to put it in place, making it its
clear objective.

Hence, Muhammad ‘Izzat Darwazah finds no reason for these new and final
provisions, included in this present siurah, other than the violation by some idolaters
of their treaties. As for those who honoured their treaties, whether these were of
limited or indefinite duration, the sirah gives instructions to the Muslims to honour
them. Indeed, he claims that new treaties may be concluded with them after the
expiry of their present ones. The same applies, in his view, to the violaters of their
present treaties. He considers the verses giving provisional rulings to prevail over
the principles given in the final verses.

In his discussion of the first passage of the sirah he identifies the following verses:
“except for those idolaters with whom you have made a treaty and who have honoured their
obligations [under the treaty] in every detail, and have not aided anyone against you. To these
fulfil your obligations until their treaties have run their term. God loves those who are
righteous. When these months of grace are over, slay the idolaters wherever you find them,

4 Muhammad Rashid Rida’, Tafsir al-Mandr, Dar al-Ma'rifah, Beirut, Vol. 10, pp.149-150.
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and take them captive, besiege them, and lie in wait for them at every conceivable place. Yet if
they should repent, take to prayer and pay the zakat, let them go their way. For God is Much-
forgiving, Merciful.” (Verses 4-5) He then says:

In these two verses and the ones preceding them we have scenes of life
towards the end of the Madinah period at the time of the Prophet. We note
from these verses that there were peace agreements between Muslims and
unbelievers which were in force after the fall of Makkah to Islam, and
perhaps were signed before that event. We note that some idolaters honoured
their agreements while others violated them, or contemplated such violations.

We stated earlier that commentators describe the second of these two verses
as ‘the verse of the sword’, and treat it as abrogating every previous verse
which gives instructions to adopt a reconciliatory attitude towards the
idolaters and allowing them time to make their position clear, and to forbear
and let matters take their course. They consider this verse to order fighting
them as the proper attitude. Some commentators make an exception in the
case of those who have a treaty allowing such treaties to run to the end of
their terms. Others do not make such exceptions, saying that their only option
after the revelation of this verse is that they must embrace Islam. We also
made it clear that such an explanation is too extreme and contradicts a
number of definitive rulings that prohibit fighting anyone other than enemies
and orders fair and kindly treatment of those who adopt a peaceful attitude.

When discussing this verse, commentators repeatedly quote reports
attributed to the earliest commentators on the Qur’an. Ibn Kathir, for
example, quotes Ibn “Abbas’s view that the verse contains an order to the
Prophet to take up arms against those with whom he had a treaty until they
have embraced Islam. He is further ordered to terminate the conditions he
approved when negotiating such treaties. The same commentator quotes a
singular view attributed to Sulayman ibn ‘Uyaynah which groups these
verses together with other verses in this and other surahs that do not refer to
fighting and calls these verses, the swords. He claims that the Prophet sent
his cousin “Ali ibn Abi Talib to convey these verses to people on the day of
the greater pilgrimage. These included this verse which he describes as a
sword on the Arab idolaters. Another sword was against the hypocrites, and
it is included in the later verse: “Fight against those who — despite having been
given Scriptures — do not truly believe in God and the Last Day, and do not treat as
forbidden that which God and His Messenger have forbidden, and do not follow the
religion of truth, till they [agree to] pay the submission tax with a willing hand, after
they have been humbled” (Verse 29) A third sword against the hypocrites is
included in this verse: “Prophet, strive hard against the unbelievers and the
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hypocrites, and press on them. Their ultimate abode is hell, and how vile a journey’s
end.” (Verse 73) A fourth sword is levelled against rebels, which is included
in Surah 49: “If two groups of believers fall to fighting, make peace between them.
But then, if one of the two goes on acting wrongfully towards the other, fight against
the one that acts wrongfully until it reverts to God’s commandment.” (49: 9) What
is most singular is that al-Tabari expresses the view that this present verse
(i.e. Verse 5) applies equally to those who are bound by a treaty and those
with no treaty. Yet he himself takes a different view when commenting on the
following verse: “For such of the unbelievers as do not fight against you on account
of your faith, and neither drive you forth from your homelands, God does not forbid
you to show them kindness and to behave towards them with full equity. Surely God
loves those who act equitably.” (60: 8) He says that this last verse is definitive,
making clear that God does not forbid extending kindly and fair treatment to
those who adopt an attitude of peaceful coexistence and neutrality, whatever
their faith may be. These may not even be bound by a treaty.

All this when it is clear that the verse refers, in context and import, to fighting
only the idolaters who violate their treaties. It is reasonable to say that
considering it a sword pointed at all idolaters, regardless of their position and
attitude, is to impose on it an interpretation it cannot admit. The same may be
said about the claim that it abrogates several earlier statements given in a
form of definitive principles, such as the prohibition of compulsion in matters
of religion and faith, the advocacy of the divine message with wisdom, kindly
admonition and fair argument, the order to extend kindly and fair treatment
to those who do not fight against the Muslims and not to drive them out of
their homeland. A few verses on, the surah also includes a clear order to all
Muslims to remain faithful to their commitments towards people with whom
they have concluded treaties in the vicinity of the Sacred Mosque, as long as
the latter continue to honour their obligations. This last verse gives clear
support to our view.

Two points may be raised concerning the rulings included in the two verses
quoted above. The first refers to the exception made in the first verse in
respect of the completion of the term of a treaty. The question asked here is
whether the idolaters who have such a treaty will be included in the
disavowal declared by God and His Messenger, and in this case must they be
fought? Commentators generally seem to answer this question in the
affirmative. We for our part have not seen any authentic report attributed to
the Prophet on this particular point. Hence, what commentators say may be
questioned if they treat it as universally applicable. The whole matter
requires clarification.
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Those unbelievers who are party to a treaty with the Muslims could have
been prior to the treaty either enemies who fought the Muslims in war and
then negotiated a peace treaty with them, as was the case with the Quraysh
when they signed the al- Hudaybiyah peace treaty, or else they might have
wished to have such a peace treaty without ever having been at war against
the Muslims. Consider this following verse: “Except in the case of those of them
who have ties with people to whom you yourselves are bound by a covenant, or those
who come to you because their hearts shrink from the thought of fighting you or
fighting their own people. Had God so willed, He would have given them power over
you, and they would have fought you. Therefore, if they leave you alone, and do not
make war on you, and offer you peace, God has given you no way against them.” (4:
90) We believe that this verse speaks of a true situation.

In the Prophet’s history we have several examples, such as the report by Ibn
Said to the effect that the Prophet made an agreement with the Sakhr clan of
the Kinanah tribe that neither party would raid the other, and that they
would never aid any party against the Prophet and his Companions. All this
was put in a written agreement. There is nothing in this verse, or indeed in
any other verse, to prevent the renewal of the treaty or extending its term,
should the other party desire that, without having ever given any indication
of violating their commitments. Muslims may not refuse such an extension
because they are ordered to fight only those who wage war or launch an
aggression against them. A later verse in the siirah includes an express order
to the Muslims to remain true to their treaties with idolaters as long as those
idolaters continue to honour such treaties. This supports our view.

The second point concerns the last part of the second verse which makes
releasing the idolaters and stopping the fight against them that resulted from
their treaty violations conditional upon a fundamental change indicated by
turning away from idolatry, attending regularly to prayer and paying the
obligatory charity, i.e. zakat.

What appears to me is that by violating their original treaties and fighting the
Muslims, the idolaters actually forfeited their right to have a new treaty. It is
right that the Muslims should now impose the condition that guarantees their
safety and security, which is that they should accept Islam and fulfil its
worship requirements, ritual and financial. This does not constitute any
compulsion to force them to become Muslims. Suffice it to say that idolatry
represents a very low ebb to which humanity may sink when it allows its
reason to be subservient to ideas and forces that have no trace of truth or
logic. Besides, idolatry is an ignorant system governed by oppressive
tradition and bizarre habits. When they embrace Islam, they are certain to rid
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themselves of all that and rise to a position of respectability in thought,
morality, faith, belief, worship and daily practices. Besides, we do not see any
reason to prevent the renewal of treaties with those whom the Muslims have
fought for violating their original treaties, should the interests of the Muslim
community require such renewal.

These paragraphs and many similar ones in the author’s commentary make it clear
that he does not even consider that Islam has an inalienable and absolute right to
move forward to liberate mankind from the evil of submission to other human
beings so that people may submit themselves to God alone. Islam does so whenever
it is feasible, regardless of whether the Muslim community is under attack or not.
This concept, which is the basis of jihad in Islam, does not figure at all in this author’s
thinking. Without it Islam is denied its right to remove physical obstacles impeding
its progress, and it loses its serious, practical approach which requires facing
obstacles with suitable and adequate means. It will have to confront physical powers
with verbal advocacy. This is far from satisfactory.

It is also clear that this author does not pay sufficient attention to the method of
action Islam adopts, which requires that any situation should be faced with adequate
means. He attaches final rulings to provisional texts and rulings which were given
earlier. In so doing, he does not take into consideration the fact that the earlier
rulings dealt with practical situations different from the ones that prevailed at the
time of the revelation of the final verses. It is true that the earlier rulings are not
abrogated in the sense that makes them inapplicable to any situation. They remain in
force but only to face new situations that are largely similar to the ones they
originally addressed. However, these earlier rulings do not restrict the Muslims
should they face situations similar to the ones that prevailed at the time when the
final rulings were revealed. The whole question requires broader knowledge, and a
good understanding of the nature of Islam and its method of action.

The Nature of Islamic International Relations

At the beginning of our commentary we said: “When we review the events that
took place during the Prophet’s lifetime so as to draw an outline of the historical
progress and nature of the proactive approach of Islam, its progressive stages and
ultimate goals, we see very clearly that this decisive step was taken at its most
appropriate time. It was now possible to reorganize relations between the Islamic
community and other camps, whether idolaters or people of earlier revelations.”

One experience after another had revealed the nature of the law that governs

¥ Reference may be made to the Prologue of Vol. 7, pp. 1-54, where this is discussed at length.
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relations between Islamic society which attributes Godhead, Lordship, sovereignty
and the authority to legislate to God alone, and ignorant or, to use the Islamic term,
jahiliyyah societies which assign all this to some beings other than God, or claim that
God has partners sharing with Him all these attributes. This law is essentially one of
conflict, which is expressed in God’s statements in the Qur’an: “Were it not that God
repels some people by means of others, monasteries, churches, synagogues and mosques — in
all of which God’s name is abundantly extolled — would have been destroyed.” (22: 40) “Had
it not been for the fact that God repels one group of people by another, the earth would have
been utterly corrupted” (2: 251)

The practical results of this essential law were manifested in two practical
phenomena. The first was that Islam moved from one step, expedition and stage to
the next following the divine approach and conveying God’s message to one area
and tribe after another. This was a necessary step towards conveying the message to
all mankind and removing all material obstacles that prevented the divine message
from reaching all people. This continued to be the case until Makkah fell to Islam and
the Quraysh tribe, the major obstacle in the face of the Islamic march, was
vanquished. The large tribes of Hawazin and Thagqif, which were akin to the Quraysh
in strength, also surrendered to the Muslim state. Islam had then enough power to
strike fear in the hearts of its enemies. It was thus able to take the final and decisive
step in the Arabian Peninsula, in preparation for taking the same step across the rest
of the world, as and when circumstances allowed. The ultimate aim being that there
should be no strife on earth and all submission be made to God alone.

The other phenomenon was the violation of treaties and covenants which were
made with the Muslims in different circumstances, whenever a chance presented
itself to violate such treaties with impunity. At the first suggestion that the Muslims
were going through some difficulty which made the idolaters, and even the people of
earlier revelations, feel they could safely violate their treaties, such violations were
certain to come. The treaties were not made in the first place as a result of any keen
desire to live in peace with the Muslims. The enemies of Islam were compelled, by
force of circumstance, to go into such treaties to serve their own interests. Jahiliyyah,
which is the name Islam gives to any society that rejects God’s law, does not like to
see Islam establishing its solid presence when it contradicts the very basis of its
existence and every detail of the programmes of such societies. Jahiliyyah knows that
by virtue of the active nature of Islam, and its instinctive desire to stamp out tyranny
from human life, it will work hard to bring people back to the worship of God alone.

It is to emphasize this last phenomenon that God says with reference to the
unbelievers: “They shall not cease to fight you until they force you to renounce your faith, if
they can.” (2: 217) He also says about the people of earlier revelations: “Many among
the people of earlier revelations would love to lead you back to unbelief now that you have
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embraced the faith. This they do out of deep-seated envy, after the truth has become manifest
to them.” (2: 109) Concerning them He also says: “Never will the Jews nor yet the
Christians be pleased with you unless you follow their faith.” (2:120) In all these categorical
statements God makes it clear that all those in the camp of jahiliyyah have the same
objectives when it comes to dealing with Islam and Muslims. They pursue their goals
with clear persistence that never fades with the passage of time, nor does it change as
a result of changing circumstances.

Unless we understand this essential law that is inherent in the nature of the
relationship between the Muslim community and the camp of jahiliyyah, we cannot
understand the nature of Islamic jihad, or the motives for that long struggle between
the two. Nor can we, without such understanding of this law, comprehend the
motives of the early Muslims, or the secrets of Islamic conquests, or the war that has
been waged against Islam by hostile forces over the 14 centuries of Islamic history. It
continues to be waged against the children of Muslim communities, despite the fact
that these have sadly abandoned true Islam, with its holistic approach to life, and are
content to keep it in name only. The war continues to be waged against those latter-
day Muslim communities, even those living in the midst of hostile creeds such as
communism and idolatry of all forms, whether in Russia, China, Yugoslavia,
Albania, India, Kashmir, Ethiopia, Zanzibar, Cyprus, Kenya, South Africa or the
United States. All this comes on top of the brutal attempts to exterminate the
advocates of Islamic revival in the Muslim World, or more accurately, the world
which used to be Muslim. Communism, idolatry, and other world powers
collaborate with, and give active support to, the regimes that undertake such
extermination efforts against the advocates of Islamic revival. They pour their aid on
these governments to the extent that they practically give them every type of help to
ensure that they stay in power. Their support often takes the form of tacit or silent
approval of what they are doing to those noble believers who seek to persuade
people to believe in God and implement His law.

Such understanding of all these aspects can only be achieved when we understand
the essential law we have talked about and the phenomena it brings into our life.
This law demonstrated itself in the period leading to the conquest of Makkah, in the
two phenomena we have outlined. At that time, it appeared clearly that a decisive
step must be taken in the Arabian Peninsula, against the idolaters, which we will
discuss presently, and against the people of earlier revelations which we will discuss
in Chapters 2 and 3.

Crystallizing Attitudes

The need for such a decisive step might have been very clear for the Islamic
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leadership at the time, but that did not necessarily mean that it was similarly clear to
all groups in the Muslim community, particularly the newcomers to Islam and those
who were only on friendly terms with the Muslims.

Some people in the Muslim community, perhaps among the noblest and most
dedicated Muslims, might have felt uneasy about the termination of all treaties with
the unbelievers on the terms outlined in the surah: after four months for those who
violated their treaties, and those with treaties that did not specify a term, and those
whose treaties ended in less than four months and those who had no treaties and
were not at war with the Muslims. Those who had treaties with specified terms and
continued to honour their obligations would have their treaties respected and
observed for the remainder of their terms. Such conscientious Muslims might have
understood that the treaties with the violators and those from whom violation was
expected should be terminated, as was clear in the provisional instructions given to
the Prophet in the previous sirah: “if you fear treachery from any folk, cast [your treaty
with them] back to them in a fair manner. God does not love the treacherous.” (8: 58)
However, the termination of treaties after four months or after their term was over
might have appeared to those people contrary to the familiar practice of maintaining
peaceful relations with those who did not adopt any hostile attitude. God, on the
other hand, had a far greater objective than maintaining what was familiar practice.

Other people in the Muslim community, perhaps also among the noblest and most
dedicated Muslims, might have felt that there was no longer any need to fight the
idolaters generally after Islam had attained supremacy in Arabia, leaving only
scattered pockets of resistance which represented no threat whatsoever. On the
contrary, they were expected to change their attitude to Islam gradually after peace
would have been maintained for sometime in Arabia. Such Muslims might have felt
particularly uneasy about fighting against relatives and friends as well as people
with whom they might have had social and economic relations. After all there was
still hope that such people would still see the light of Islam without resorting to such
a drastic measure. But God wanted faith to be the basic bond that united people in a
cohesive community. He also wanted the Arabian Peninsula to be a secure base for
Islam, as He was aware of the plots the Byzantines were preparing against the
Muslim state. This will be explained later.

Yet others in the Muslim community, some of whom might have been among the
noblest and most dedicated Muslims, might have feared economic depression
ensuing from the disruption to business transactions in Arabia as a result of
declaring war against all Arabian idolaters. That was bound to affect the pilgrimage
season, particularly after it had been announced that no idolater would be allowed to
go on pilgrimage after that year, and that idolaters would not be allowed to enter
into mosques and places of worship. Such people’s fears were made even greater by
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the fact that such a step was not particularly necessary. Its outcome could have been
reached in a slower but more peaceful way. But, as we have said, God wanted the
basic bond to unite people in the Muslim community to be the bond of faith, so that
faith should be felt to have far greater weight than blood relationships, friendships
and economic interests. He also wanted the Muslims to realize that He alone gave
them all the provisions they had and was their only provider. The means they might
have had to earn their living were not the only ones He could have granted them.

There were others in the Muslim community who lacked strength of faith, or were
hesitant, or who were hypocrites, or who might have been among the large numbers
who embraced Islam but had not yet fully absorbed its truth. Most of these feared the
possibility of open warfare with the idolaters, the economic depression that might
result from war, the lack of security for trade and travel, the disruption of contacts
and transport and worried about the likely costs of mounting a jihad campaign. Such
people might have not reckoned with such a prospect of full-scale war. They might
have been encouraged to embrace Islam by the fact that it appeared victorious, and
that it would have enjoyed security and stability. To them, embracing Islam might
have seemed the best alternative that allowed them to gain much for a little outlay.
Newcomers to Islam as they were, they felt ill at ease with what was required of
them. God, on the other hand, wanted to test people’s intentions and their
commitment and determination. He says to the believers: “Do you think that you will
be left alone, unless God takes cognizance of those of you who strive hard for His cause and
establish close association with none other than God, His Messenger and the believers? God is
well aware of what you do.” (Verse 16)

All these aspects made it necessary to give a detailed account which employs
various modes of expression and produces varied effects which are calculated to
remove the traces of weakness in people’s hearts and remove whatever doubts they
might be entertaining. Hence the sirah opens with a general announcement of
disavowal by God and His Messenger of all dealings with the idolaters. The same
disavowal is repeated another time, with similar forcefulness and clarity after only
one verse in the siurah so that no believer will entertain any thought of maintaining
relations with such people when God and His Messenger are acquitting themselves
of any dealings with them. “Disavowal by God and His Messenger (is hereby announced)
to those of the idolaters with whom you have made a treaty.” (Verse 1) And a proclamation
from God and His Messenger is hereby made to all mankind on this day of the greater
pilgrimage: God is free from obligation to the idolaters, and so is His Messenger.” (Verse 3)

The believers are also reassured while the unbelievers are threatened with misery
and humiliation. Those who turn away are warned that they cannot escape God’s
judgement: “You may go freely in the land for four months, but you must realize that you
can never escape God'’s judgement, and that God shall bring disgrace upon the unbelievers.”
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(Verse 2) “If you repent, it shall be for your own good; and if you turn away, then know that
you can never escape Gods judgement. Give the unbelievers the news of grievous suffering.”
(Verse 3)

The very idea that idolaters may have a treaty with God and His Messenger is
questioned, except for those who had shown true commitment in observing their
treaty with honesty. With these the existing treaties were to be honoured for the rest
of their terms, as long as the unbelievers remained faithful to them. The believers are
warned, however, that the idolaters would try to do them harm whenever they could
as also feeling that they would escape punishment. “How can there be a treaty with God
and His Messenger for the idolaters, unless it be those of them with whom you have made a
treaty at the Sacred Mosque? So long as they are true to you, be true to them; for God loves
those who are God-fearing. How [else could it be] when, should they prevail over you, they
will respect neither agreement made with you, nor obligation of honour towards you? They
try to please you with what they say, while at heart they remain adamantly hostile. Most of
them are transgressors. They barter away God'’s revelations for a paltry price and debar others
from His path. Evil indeed is what they do. They respect neither agreement nor obligation of
honour with regard to any believer. Those indeed are the aggressors.” (Verses 7-10)

The believers are further reminded of their own bitter experiences with them, and
their feelings of happiness at the crushing of their enemy by God’s might. “Will you
not fight against people who have broken their solemn pledges and set out to drive out the
Messenger, and who were the first to attack you? Do you fear them? It is God alone whom
you should fear, if you are true believers. Fight them: God will punish them at your hands,
and will bring disgrace upon them; and will grant you victory over them and will grant heart
felt satisfaction to those who are believers, removing all angry feelings from their hearts. God
will turn in His mercy to whom He wills. God is All-knowing and Wise.” (Verses 13-15)

They are told that they must cut themselves off, as far as family relations with the
unbelievers were concerned. They are required to weaken the effects of their family
ties with the unbelievers. They are told to choose between those ties of blood and
friendship on the one hand and God and His Messenger on the other. “Believers, do
not take your fathers and brothers for allies if they choose unbelief in preference to faith. Those
of you who take them for allies are indeed wrongdoers. Say: ‘If your fathers, your sons, your
brothers, your spouses, your clan, and the property you have acquired, and the business in
which you fear a decline, and the dwellings in which you take pleasure, are dearer to you than
God and His Messenger and the struggle in His cause, then wait until God shall make
manifest His will. God does not provide guidance to the evildoers.”” (Verses 23-24)

They are also reminded of the numerous victories they achieved with God’s help,
the most recent of which was the Battle of Hunayn. They were able to achieve victory
only when God provided them with His help and gave reassurance to His Messenger
who remained steadfast: “God has granted you His support on many a battlefield, and also
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in the Battle of Hunayn, when you took pride in your numerical strength, but it availed you
nothing. For all its vastness, the earth seemed too narrow for you, and you turned back in
flight. God then bestowed from on high an air of inner peace on His Messenger and on the
believers, and He sent down forces whom you could not see, and punished those who
disbelieved. Such is the reward for the unbelievers.” (Verses 25-26)

They are also reassured about their provisions, and that they should not fear any
loss of trade or lack of business. What they get is subject to God’s will, not to the
apparent causes people associate with profitable business: “Believers, know that the
idolaters are certainly impure. So, let them not come near to the Sacred Mosque after this year
is ended. If you fear poverty, then in time God will enrich you with His own bounty, if He so
wills. Truly, God is All-knowing, Wise.” (Verse 28)

All these concerns which required reassurance and clear judgement are indicative
of the situation that prevailed in the Muslim state in Madinah. Had it not been for the
fact that the Muslim community in Madinah was firm in its belief, stable and
enlightened, these conditions might have represented a serious threat to it, and to the
very existence of Islam itself.

Having given this detailed preview, we now begin to discuss the verses of this
passage in more detail.

An Announcement is Made

Disavowal by God and His Messenger [is hereby announced] to those of the idolaters
with whom you have made a treaty. (Announce to them:) You may go freely in the
land for four months, but you must realize that you can never escape God'’s
judgement, and that God shall bring disgrace upon the unbelievers. And a
proclamation from God and His Messenger is hereby made to all mankind on this day
of the greater pilgrimage: God is free from obligation to the idolaters, and so is His
Messenger. If you repent, it shall be for your own good; and if you turn away, then
know that you can never escape God'’s judgement. Give the unbelievers the news of
grievous suffering, except for those idolaters with whom you have made a treaty and
who have honoured their obligations [under the treaty] in every detail, and have not
aided anyone against you. To these fulfil your obligations until their treaties have run
their term. God loves those who are righteous. When these months of grace are over,
slay the idolaters wherever you find them, and take them captive, besiege them, and lie
in wait for them at every conceivable place. Yet if they should repent, take to prayer
and pay the zakat, let them go their way. For God is Much-Forgiving, Merciful. If any
of the idolaters seeks asylum with you, grant him protection, so that he may hear the
word of God, and then convey him to his place of safety. That is because the idolaters
are people who lack knowledge. (Verses 1-6)
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These verses and the following ones, up to verse 28, provide a framework
demarcating relations between the Muslim community, now well established in
Madinah and the Arabian Peninsula generally, and the unbelievers in Arabia who
chose not to accept Islam. Relations were thus regulated with those Arabs who had
violated their treaties with the Prophet when they felt that the Muslims were about to
meet their match from the Byzantines at Tabtuk. Relations were also put on a proper
footing with those Arabs without a treaty but who maintained good relations with
the Muslims, and those who had a treaty which they continued to observe,
entertaining no thoughts of treachery.

The style employed in these verses takes the form of a general declaration coupled
with high resonance to ensure perfect harmony between the subject matter, the
general atmosphere surrounding the whole issue and the mode of expression.

Several reports speak of the general conditions prevailing at the time when this
declaration was made, as well as the method and the person chosen for its
announcement. Perhaps the most accurate and more fitting with the prevailing
situation of the Muslim community and the nature of the Islamic approach is the one
chosen by Ibn Jarir al-Tabari, an early commentator on the Qur'an. We will quote
here some of his comments on the various reports which support our view of the
event and how it took place. The following report he attributes to Mujahid:

In the statement, ‘Disavowal by God and His Messenger [is hereby announced] to
those of the idolaters with whom you have made a treaty,” the reference is made to
the tribe of Mudlij and the Arabs bound by a treaty with the Muslims and all
other peoples with similar treaties. It is reported that when the Prophet
returned from Tabtuk, he wanted to go on pilgrimage. He then thought, “the
Ka'bah is visited by idolaters who do the fawaif naked. I would rather delay
my pilgrimage until such a practice is stopped.” He sent Abt1 Bakr and “Ali
who went to see people at Dhu'l-Majaz and other markets, as well as their
encampments in pilgrimage. They gave notice to all peoples who had treaties
with the Prophet that they would have four months of peace. When those
four consecutive months, beginning with the twenty days remaining of
Dhu’l-Hijjah to the tenth day of Rabi" II, were over, the treaties would come
to an end. All people in Arabia would then be in a state of war with the
Muslims unless they believed in God and His Messenger. All the population
of Arabia became Muslims and none continued with their old religion.1

Examining the views of other commentators, Imam al-Tabari says:

As for the notice given by God permitting idolaters with a treaty to ‘go freely

16 Al-Tabari, op.cit.,, p. 62.
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in the land for four months,” perhaps the more accurate view is to say that this
notice is given by God to those idolaters who, despite having peace treaties,
collaborated with others against the Prophet and the Muslim community
violating their treaties before they ran out. As for those who fulfilled their
obligations under such treaties and refrained from collaborating with others,
God — limitless is He in His glory — ordered His Messenger to honour his
treaty with them until their term had been completed. This is clear in the
Qur’anic statement: “Except for those idolaters with whom you have made a treaty
and who have honoured their obligations [under that treaty] in every detail, and have
not aided anyone against you. To these fulfil your obligations until their treaties have
run their term. God loves those who are righteous.” (Verse 4)

Some people may feel differently, taking the order to mean that once the
truce was over, the Muslims were meant to kill all unbelievers. They may
quote in support of their view the next verse which states: ‘When these months
of grace are over, slay the idolaters wherever you find them.” (Verse 5) But this view
is wrong. Verse 7 confirms our view and shows the opposite as wrong: ‘How
can there be a treaty with God and His Messenger for the idolaters, unless it be those
of them with whom you have made a treaty at the Sacred Mosque? So long as they are
true to you, be true to them; for God loves those who are God-fearing.” Those people
to whom this verse refers are idolaters, and God commands the Prophet and
the believers to remain faithful to their treaty with them as long as they kept
their part and fulfilled their obligations.

Numerous are the reports which confirm that when the Prophet sent “Ali to
declare the disavowal of treaties to people, he also commanded him to make
it clear that “whoever had a treaty with the Prophet, that treaty continued
until its specified expiration date.” This provides the clearest support of our
view. God did not order the Prophet to terminate a treaty with any group of
people who remained faithful to it. He only put on four-month notice those
who had violated their treaties and those whose treaties had no specified
term. The treaties which ran for a specific term and were observed properly
by the other side were to remain in force until their term was over. The
Prophet sent his Companions to announce this during the pilgrimage, for this
would ensure the announcement was well publicized.l”

In another comment on the various reports concerning treaties, al- Tabari says:

The four-month notice was made to those whom we have mentioned. As for
those whose treaties specified a term of expiry, God did not allow the
Prophet and the believers to terminate such treaty in any way. Hence, the

"7 Al-Tabari, ibid., pp. 62-63.
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Prophet fulfilled God’s order and honoured his commitments under these
treaties to their final dates. This is clearly stated in God’s revelations, and
confirmed by many reports attributed to the Prophet.18

If we discard the reports which are doubtful and overlook those which might have
been coloured by the political differences between the Shiah and the Sunnis, we may
say with confidence that the Prophet sent Abt Bakr as the leader of pilgrimage that
year. The reason for that was that the Prophet did not like to perform the pilgrimage
when the idolaters continued with their abominable practice of doing the fawaf, or
the ritual walk around the Ka'bah in the nude. After Aba Bakr had left for
pilgrimage, the opening passage of this siirah, Repentance, was revealed. The Prophet
despatched “Ali to join Abti Bakr and make the declaration. He did this outlining all
its final provisions at the gathering which ensured that all people in Arabia would be
aware of them. Among these provisions was the one which made it clear that no
idolater would be allowed in Makkah to do the tawaif or the pilgrimage.

Al-Tirmidhi relates a report which quotes "Ali as saying: “God’s Messenger sent
me after the revelation of the sirah Repentance to announce four points: no one may
do the tawaif naked, and no idolater may come near the Sacred Mosque after that
year, and whoever had a treaty with God’s Messenger, their treaty would be
observed until it had expired, and that no one may enter heaven except one who
submits totally to God.” This report is the most authentic in this connection.

The Principles of International Relations

“Disavowal by God and His Messenger [is hereby announced] to those of the idolaters with
whom you have made a treaty.” (Verse 1) This is a general declaration, carrying a sharp
rhythm, which outlines the basic principles that governed relations between the
Muslims and the idolaters at the time, throughout the Arabian Peninsula. The
treaties to which it refers were those that the Prophet had concluded with the
idolaters in Arabia. The disavowal of these treaties by God and His Messenger
defines the attitude of every Muslim. It generates a very strong impression on
Muslim minds to leave no room whatsoever for hesitation or second thought.

This general statement is followed by qualifications and explanations: “[Announce
to them:] You may go freely in the land for four months, but you must realize that you can
never escape God's judgement, and that God shall bring disgrace upon the unbelievers.”
(Verse 2) This statement clarifies the terms now given to the unbelievers: they are
given a period of four months during which they can move about freely to carry out
business transactions, fulfil their commitments and modify their situations in peace.

'* Al-Tabar, ibid., p. 66.
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Those were four months when they would be sure that their treaties would be
scrupulously honoured. That included even those idolaters who were quick to
violate their treaties, when they felt that the Prophet and his followers would never
return from their expedition to Tabuk, but would instead be taken captive by the
Byzantines. That was also the eventuality expected by the hypocrites in Madinah.

It is pertinent to ask here: when was this notice outlining this period of truce and
security given? It followed a long period of treaty violations by the unbelievers,
whenever they felt that they could get away with it and remain immune from
punishment. It came after a long series of events which showed clearly that the
idolaters would continue to fight the Muslims until they had turned them away from
their faith, if they could. At what period in history was it announced? It was at a time
when humanity was governed by the law of the jungle. What dictated relations
between communities was merely the ability to invade others: no notice was given,
no hint was dropped, no commitment was considered binding. Once the opportunity
was there, it was taken mercilessly.

Islam maintains the same position it adopted at the outset, when it was first
revealed. Its constitution is outlined by God and its principles and foundations are
not meant to be influenced or modified by the passage of time. Time allows human
beings to develop and improve their conditions within the framework of Islamic
principles. Islam deals with changing human conditions using appropriate methods.

With this four-month notice period, the idolaters are reminded of God’s will
which in turn sends fear into their hearts. They are meant to open their eyes to the
fact that they can never escape God’s judgement. They cannot seek refuge against
what God has determined for them, which was certain disgrace and humiliation:
“You must realize that you can never escape God’s judgement, and that God shall bring
disgrace upon the unbelievers.” (Verse 2) How could they escape God’s judgement and
what refuge could they seek when they, and the whole world, were in His grasp? He
has predetermined to inflict misery and disgrace on the unbelievers. No power can
ever stop God’s will.

This is followed by specifying the time when this disavowal was to be announced
to the unbelievers, so that they would be fully aware of the time limits it included:
“And a proclamation from God and His Messenger is hereby made to all mankind on this day
of the greater pilgrimage: God is free from obligation to the idolaters, and so is His Messenger.
If you repent, it shall be for your own good; and if you turn away, then know that you can
never escape God’s judgement. Give the unbelievers the news of grievous suffering.” (Verse
3)

Reports vary on which is the day of the greater pilgrimage: the day of *Arafat or
the day of sacrifice? It is perhaps more accurate to say that it is the day of sacrifice.
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The Arabic term used in this passage for “proclamation’ signifies an assurance that
those to whom the proclamation is made have received it. This properly took place
during the pilgrimage, when the disavowal by God and His Messenger of all treaties
with all idolaters was made. An exception was then added in the next verse which
allowed certain treaties to run their term. This is most appropriate. First the general
principle is outlined because it is the one which constitutes the permanent situation.
Then the exception is made because it applied to specific cases that would end once
the term specified had been reached.

With the termination of all treaties and the proclamation of absolute disavowal,
the unbelievers are encouraged once again to seek and follow divine guidance and
warned against the consequences of remaining in error: “If you repent, it shall be for
your own good; and if you turn away, then know that you can never escape God’s judgement.
Give the unbelievers the news of grievous suffering.” (Verse 3)

This warning and encouragement to the unbelievers to mend their ways, coming
as they do in this particular context of disavowal of treaties, are indicative of the
Islamic approach. It is first and foremost an approach seeking to give guidance to
people. The idolaters are given this four-month grace period not only because Islam
does not like to take them by surprise but also because it does not want to inflict on
them unnecessary humiliation. These have always been the essence of power
relations, except under Islam. The truce also gives the idolaters a chance to reflect
and reconsider their options. Hence they are encouraged to choose divine guidance
and turn back to God in submission. They are warned against turning away and
shown that it will inevitably lead them to a position of grievous suffering in the
hereafter, which compounds their humiliation in this life.

At the same time it provides reassurance to the Muslims which removes any
lingering worries or fears of what may happen. The whole matter has been
determined by God Himself. The eventual outcome has been sealed.

Honouring Commitments

The exception is then made in the case of treaties specifying a term of validity.
These were allowed to remain in force for the rest of their term: “Except for those
idolaters with whom you have made a treaty and who have honoured their obligations [under
the treaty] in every detail, and have not aided anyone against you. To these fulfil your
obligations until their treaties have run their term. God loves those who are righteous.”
(Verse 4)

Perhaps the most accurate report concerning the identity of those people who
benefited by this exception is that they were a clan of Bakr, named the Khuzaymah
ibn *Amir clan of the Bakr ibn Kinanah tribe. They were party to the Treaty of al-
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Hudaybiyah which the Prophet had concluded with the Quraysh and their allies.
This clan did not take part in the attack made by the Bakr against the Khuzaah tribe.
That aggression, in which the Bakr were aided by the Quraysh, violated the al-
Hudaybiyah peace treaty. Thus, that treaty which was to last for ten years, was
treacherously breached after only two years. This Khuzaymah clan continued to
observe the terms of their agreement while other unbelievers did not. The Prophet is
here instructed to honour his obligations under the treaty to those people for the rest
of the term agreed.

This report which we endorse is related by Muhammad ibn “Abbad ibn Ja'far,
who quotes al-Suddi as saying: “These were two clans of Kinanah known as BPamrah
and Mudlij.” Mujahid, an authoritative early scholar says: “The tribes of Mudlij and
Khuza ah had entered into treaties and these were the ones meant in the instruction:
“To these fulfil your obligations until their treaties have run their term. God loves those who
are righteous.” (Verse 4) It should be noted, however, that the Khuza'ah tribe
embraced Islam after the conquest of Makkah, but this statement of exception
applied to the idolaters who did not accept Islam.

Our view is confirmed by a statement that follows: “How can there be a treaty with
God and His Messenger for the idolaters, unless it be those of them with whom you have made
a treaty at the Sacred Mosque? So long as they are true to you, be true to them; for God loves
those who are God-fearing.” (Verse 7) These two clans from Kinanah were among those
who were party to the peace treaty at al-Hudaybiyah. They did not violate their
treaty and were true to their obligations under it, aiding no party against the
Muslims. It is to these, then, that the exception applies, as confirmed by early
scholars and commentators on the Qur’an, and by Shaikh Muhammad Rashid Rida.

Muhammad ‘Izzat Darwazah, however, expresses his opinion that the phrase,
“with whom you have made a treaty at the Sacred Mosque,” refers to a group of people
other than those mentioned in the first exception. This is in line with his view which
permits the negotiating and concluding of permanent treaties with idolaters. Relying
on the instruction, “so long as they are true to you, be true to them,” he concludes that
Islam does not object to the negotiation of treaties with unbelievers. This view seems
extremely odd and does not fit with the nature of the Islamic method of operation
and general attitudes.

Islam has honoured its obligations to those who were true to theirs. It did not give
them notice of termination, as it did with all others. It allowed their treaties to run
their term in recognition of their faithful observance of their obligations. This was the
Islamic attitude, although Islam was in urgent need of eradicating all idolatry from
the whole of Arabia, so that the Peninsula could become its safe base. The enemies of
Islam in neighbouring countries were alerted to the danger to themselves that Islam
represented. They began to make preparations for an eventual encounter with the
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Muslims, as we will explain in our discussion of the Tabuk Expedition. Indeed, the
earlier Battle of Mu'tah served as a warning of the preparations the Byzantines had
started for a battle with Islam. Moreover, they were in alliance with the Persians in
Yemen, in southern Arabia.

Subsequent events, as mentioned by Ibn al-Qayyim, witnessed that all those in
whose favour the exception was made and with whom treaties were to be observed
embraced Islam before their treaties expired. Indeed the others who were keen to
violate their treaties as well as the rest of those put on four-month notice also opted
for acceptance of Islam. No one remained an idolater for the rest of the four-month
notice.

As He determined the path of the Islamic message and the various steps it would
take in practical matters, God was aware that it was time for this decisive step which
represented a final attack at the roots of idolatry. Suitable preparations were made
for such a decisive step, which took place in accordance with God’s design for the
progress of His message.

It is important to reflect on the comment which concludes the verse that requires
the Muslims to remain true to their obligations: “To these fulfil your obligations until
their treaties have run their term. God loves those who are righteous.” (Verse 4) It relates
the fulfilment of obligations to righteousness and to God’s love of the righteous.
Thus, God makes the fulfilment of obligations to people an act of worship addressed
to Him and an aspect of the righteousness He loves. This is the basis of Islamic ethics.
Islam does not act on the basis of gain and interest, or on the basis of constantly
changing traditions. All Islamic ethics are based on worshipping God and fearing
Him, which is the essence of righteousness. A Muslim brings his behaviour in line
with that which he knows to please God. His aim is to win God’s pleasure and to
ensure that He is not displeased with him. This is the essence of the strong hold
Islamic ethics have on Muslims. These ethics also serve people’s interests and work
for their benefit. They establish a society in which friction and contradiction are
reduced as much as possible. They also help human beings in their continuous march
to a higher standard of humanity.

When the Period of Grace is Over

Thus the opening verses of the sirah make it clear that God and His Messenger
would have no dealings whatsoever with the idolaters, whether or not they had a
treaty with the Prophet. They were given a four-month period of grace in which they
were safe. When this period was over, treaties would continue to be observed to the
end of their terms, but only with those who were true to their obligations under
those treaties, and did not collaborate with any enemy of the Muslims. Now the sirah
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mentions what the Muslims were to do when the four-month grace period was over.

The Qur’anic instruction is very clear. A state of all-out war was then to be
declared: “When these months of grace are over, slay the idolaters wherever you find them,
and take them captive, besiege them, and lie in wait for them at every conceivable place. Yet if
they should repent, take to prayer and pay the zakat, let them go their way. For God is Much
forgiving, Merciful.” (Verse 5)

The word which is used here to describe those four months in the Qur’anic text is
‘hurum’, which is the one that describes the four months when fighting is not allowed
except to repel aggression. These form two periods every year when people can go
freely, secure from any danger of war. Because of the same usage scholars have
disagreed in their interpretations of this statement here, on whether the four months
meant the same ones observed annually, i.e. Dhu’l-Qa’dah, Dhu’l-Hijjah, Muharram
and Rajab. In that case, the remaining period of grace given after the declaration of
the termination of treaties would only be the rest of Dhu’l-Hijjah and Muharram, i.e.
50 days. Or were these four months, when fighting was forbidden, to start on the day
of sacrifice and to end on 10 Rabi" II? A third point of view suggests that the first
interpretation applies in the case of those who had violated their treaties and the
second applies to those who did not have any treaty and those who had treaties with
an unspecified duration.

The correct interpretation, in our view, is that the four months meant here are
different from the four sacred months observed annually. The same description is
given to both because fighting during them is forbidden. This new period of grace
also applied to all, except in the case of those who had treaties lasting for a specified
length of time, in which case such treaties were to be honoured in full. Since God has
said to them: “You may go freely in the land for four months,” then the four months must
start from the day when the announcement was made to them. This fits with the
nature of this announcement.

God’s instructions to the Muslims were clear: when the four months were over,
they were to kill any idolater wherever he was found, or they were to take him
captive, or besiege him if he was in a fortified place, or lie in wait for him so that he
could not escape without punishment, except for those to whom obligations were to
be observed for as long as their treaties remained in force. Indeed the idolaters were
given enough notice, which meant that they were not taken by surprise. Nor did they
fall victim to any treachery. Their treaties were terminated publicly and they were
made fully aware of what was to be done with them.

Moreover, this was not meant as a campaign of vengeance or extermination, but
rather as a warning which provided a motive for them to accept Islam. “If they should
repent, take to prayer and pay the zakat, let them go their way. For God is Much-Forgiving,
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Merciful.” (Verse 5) For 22 years they had been listening to the message of Islam put
to them in the clearest possible way. For 22 years they were, nevertheless, trying to
suppress the message of Islam by persecution, open warfare and forging alliances to
destroy the Islamic state. This was a long history that contrasted with the never
failing tolerance of Islam, as demonstrated by God’s Messenger and his Companions.
Nevertheless, Islam was now opening its arms to them. Instructions are here issued
to the Prophet and the Muslims, the very victims of persecution who were driven out
of their homeland and suffered a war of aggression, to extend a hand of welcome to
those idolaters should they turn to God in repentance. Such repentance should be
genuine, confirmed by their observance of the main duties of Islam. That is because
God never rejects anyone who turns to Him in sincere repentance, no matter how
great his sins are: “For God is Much forgiving, Merciful.” (Verse 5)

We do not here want to go into any of the arguments which are frequently found
in books of commentary on the Qur’an or Islamic jurisprudence, i.e. figh, concerning
the proviso mentioned in this verse: “If they should repent, take to prayer and pay the
zakat, let them go their way.” (Verse 5) These arguments discuss whether these are the
essential conditions of being a Muslim, in the sense that a person who does not
observe them is considered an unbeliever. They also discuss whether these are
sufficient for the acceptance of anyone who declares repentance without going into
the other basic duties of Islam. We do not feel this verse is concerned with any such
argument. Rather, it simply tackles a real situation involving the idolaters in Arabia
at the time. None of these would have declared their repentance, prayed regularly
and paid the zakat without the full intention of submitting themselves to God and
being Muslims in the full sense of the word. Hence the Qur’anic verse specifies the
declaration of repentance, regular prayers and zakit payment as a mark of the
acceptance of Islam in full with all its conditions and significance. The first of these is
naturally the submission to God by declaring one’s belief that there is no deity other
than God and belief in the Prophet Muhammad’s message by declaring that
Muhammad is God’s Messenger. This verse is not, then, about making any rulings
on legal matters, but it outlines practical steps to deal with a particular situation
where certain circumstances applied.

Asylum for the Enemy

Yet despite the declaration of war against all the idolaters after the four months
are over, Islam continues to demonstrate its grace as well as its serious and realistic
approach. It does not seek to exterminate all idolaters. On the contrary, it also
declares a campaign of guidance whenever that is possible. Individual idolaters who
are not part of a hostile and belligerent community are guaranteed safety in the land
of Islam. God instructs His Messenger to give them asylum so that they may listen to
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God’s word and become aware of the nature of the Islamic message before they are
given safe conduct to their own domiciles. All this, even though they are still
idolaters: “If any of the idolaters seeks asylum with you, grant him protection, so that he may
hear the word of God, and then convey him to his place of safety. That is because the idolaters
are people who lack knowledge.” (Verse 6)

This shows how Islam was keen to reach out to every heart with its guidance. No
single case was to be taken lightly. Whoever appeals for protection shall be granted
it. Anyone who seeks such asylum cannot at the same time try to join a hostile force
seeking to undermine the Muslim community. Hence granting protection to such a
person provides him with the opportunity to listen to the Qur’an and to get to know
the true nature of the Islamic faith. When God’s word is heard in such an
atmosphere, hearts may well respond positively. Even if they do not, the Muslims
are still required to ensure the safety of anyone who appeals for their help until he is
returned to a place where he feels secure.

This is one of the sublime heights to which Islam raises its community. Protection
is provided for an idolater, an enemy who might have participated in persecution of
the Muslims themselves. Now they are required to give him safe conduct until he has
reached a place where he feels secure outside the Muslim state. This is a mark of the
Islamic method of action. It is a method of guidance, and guidance remains its
ultimate goal even when its efforts are concentrated on the protection of the land of
Islam.

Yet some people claim that the purpose of Islamic jihad was to compel people to
accept Islam. There are others who try to defend Islam against such a charge by
claiming that jihad was merely a war of self defence within national borders. Both
need to look at this great instruction given to the Prophet and the Muslim
community: “If any of the idolaters seeks asylum with you, grant him protection, so that he
may hear the word of God, and then convey him to his place of safety. That is because the

14

idolaters are people who lack knowledge.” (Verse 6)

This religion seeks to provide knowledge to those who lack such knowledge, and
to give protection to whoever appeals for protection, even though they may belong
to the enemy camp and who might have fought to suppress the Islamic message. It
resorts to the use of force only to destroy physical forces that prevent people from
listening to God’s word and stop them from knowing what He has revealed. Such
forces deprive them of the chance to follow God’s guidance and force them into
submission to beings other than God. When such physical forces have been
destroyed and impediments have been removed, individuals are given protection,
despite choosing to remain unbelievers. Islam only informs them of God’s word
without subjecting them to fear or pressure, and grants them protection and security,
the fact that they continue to reject God’s message notwithstanding.
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There are countless regimes extant today where the dissenter has no sense of
security for his life, property, honour or human rights. Yet people who see this
taking place in front of their own eyes try to defend Islam against this false charge by
distorting the image of the divine message. They try to portray Islam as nothing
more than a passive message that confronts swords and guns with nothing more
than words, whether in our own time or at any other time.

This is, then, an outline of the final rulings that determine the relations between
the Muslim community and the remaining idolaters in Arabia. They mean an end to
the state based on peace agreements with all idolaters, after four months in some
cases and at the end of their specified terms in others. The eventual outcome of these
rulings is that there will only be one of two situations: either repentance, mending of
ways, attending to prayers and payment of zakat, which in essence means the
acceptance of Islam, or fighting idolaters, taking them captive and chasing them out
of their hiding places.

This termination of the state of peace based on treaties and agreements is followed
by a rhetorical question stating that it is just not possible that idolaters should have
such covenants with God and His Messenger. The very principle of having such
agreements is rejected outright: “How can there be a treaty with God and His Messenger
for the idolaters?” (Verse 7)

This outright denunciation, coming as it does in the verses that follow the opening
ones, may be understood to abrogate the first rulings which allowed the continued
observance of treaties with those who fulfilled their obligations under those rulings
and did not provide any assistance to any group hostile to the Muslim community.
In order to dispel any such misunderstanding, the ruling is restated once more:
“Unless it be those of them with whom you have made a treaty at the Sacred Mosque? So
long as they are true to you, be true to them; for God loves those who are God-fearing.”
(Verse 7)

This restatement adds a new provision. The first instruction required the Muslims
to honour their obligations to those who had shown their true commitment to their
peace agreements and fulfilled their own obligations under such agreements. Now
the instruction to keep faith with them is qualified, making it clear that the Muslims
were to honour their obligations to them for as long as they themselves continued to
observe their treaties in full, as they did in the past. Here we note the careful
phraseology of texts relating to dealings, transactions and relations with others.
Implicit understanding is not sufficient. It is followed by a clear statement.

Considering the different aspects that prevailed in the Muslim community at the
time and the way this decisive step was likely to be received by the Muslim
community, the siirah reminds the Muslims of the true nature of the idolaters, their
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feelings, intentions and attitudes towards the Muslims. We are told by God Himself
that the idolaters will never respect an agreement or honour an obligation or observe
a moral value or a tradition once they are sure they can get away with such
treachery. Hence, they cannot be trusted to honour their obligations. The only way is
for them to accept Islam and show their commitment to it.

No Peace Possible

“How can there be a treaty with God and His Messenger for the idolaters?” (Verse 7) The
idolaters do not submit themselves truly to God, nor do they acknowledge His
Messenger or the message he conveys to them. How could they, then, have a treaty
with God and His Messenger? They do not simply deny a creature like themselves,
or a constitution devised by human beings. Rather, they deny the One who has
created them and continues to provide them with sustenance to preserve their lives.
By so doing they place themselves in opposition to God and His Messenger. How is
it conceivable, then, that they should have a treaty with them? The rhetorical
question posed by the surah addresses the very principle of having such a treaty. It is
not concerned with any particular application of the principle.

It may be said here that some of the idolaters had such treaties and God ordered
that some of these treaties must be honoured. There were also treaties concluded
after the establishment of the Muslim state in Madinah, some of which were with the
idolaters and some with the Jews. Moreover, the peace agreement of al-FHudaybiyah
was signed in the sixth year of the Islamic calendar. Earlier sirahs included verses
that clearly permitted such treaties, although they also permitted the termination of
such treaties in case of surmised or actual treachery. So if it is the very principle of
having agreements that is condemned here, how was it possible that such treaties
were permitted and concluded?

Such an argument does not stand when we understand the nature of the Islamic
method of operation, which we discussed in the introductions to this siirah and the
preceding one, The Spoils of War. These treaties dealt with existing situations with
adequate means. The final ruling, however, is that the idolaters should not have any
treaty with God and His Messenger. These treaties were made under provisional
rulings. Otherwise, the ultimate goal of the movement which aims to establish Islam
is that there should not be any idolatry on the face of the earth. All submission must
be to God alone. Islam has declared this ultimate goal from the very first day,
deceiving no one. The prevailing circumstances in a certain period made it necessary
to conclude a peace agreement with those who wanted peace so that it could deal
with those hostile forces trying to suppress its message. Islam does not lose sight of
its ultimate goal. It does not overlook the fact that the idolaters themselves looked at
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those agreements as only temporary. They were bound to launch new aggressions
against the Muslim community. They would not leave the Muslims alone when they
were aware of the aim of Islam. They would not remain at peace with the Muslim
community for long when they had completed their preparations for a new
confrontation. God said to the believers right at the beginning: “They shall not cease to
fight you until they force you to renounce your faith, if they can.” (2: 217) This continues to
be their attitude at all times. The verse describes a permanent situation, not one that
applies in certain circumstances.

Although the principle itself is denounced, God has permitted the honouring of
treaties with those who continued to honour their obligations. He only made the
proviso that this should be reciprocated, which means that treaties were to be
honoured by the Muslims as long as the idolaters continued to honour them: “Unless
it be those of them with whom you have made a treaty at the Sacred Mosque? So long as they
are true to you, be true to them; for God loves those who are God- fearing.” (Verse 7)

Unlike what some contemporary commentators have understood, those people
who had a treaty signed at the Sacred Mosque were the same group as they to whom
reference was made earlier in the siurah: “Except for those idolaters with whom you have
made a treaty and who have honoured their obligations (under the treaty) in every detail, and
have not aided anyone against you. To these fulfil your obligations until their treaties have
run their term. God loves those who are righteous.” (Verse 4) The two verses refer to the
same group. However, the first reference makes an exception in their case as
opposed to all those whose treaties are terminated. They are mentioned again in
verse 7, in connection with the denunciation of the principle of making peace
agreements with idolaters. Their second mention is necessary to make it clear that
there is no abrogation of the first ruling in their favour. The righteous and the God-
fearing are mentioned on both occasions, using the same Arabic word for both, and
highlighting the fact that God loves those who are righteous and God-fearing, to
indicate that the subject matter is the same. The second statement completes the
conditions stated earlier. In the first, their past attitude of honouring their obligations
is mentioned, and in the second the condition of their continued observance of these
obligations is made clear. The careful phraseology requires that both statements are
taken together to grasp the meaning in full.

The principle of making peace with the idolaters is then denounced on historical
and practical grounds, after it had been denounced on grounds of faith. Both sets of
reasons are grouped together in the verses that follow: “How (else could it be) when,
should they prevail over you, they will respect neither agreement made with you, nor
obligation of honour towards you? They try to please you with what they say, while at heart
they remain adamantly hostile. Most of them are transgressors. They barter away God'’s
revelations for a paltry price and debar others from His path. Evil indeed is what they do.
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They respect neither agreement nor obligation of honour with regard to any believer. Those
indeed are the aggressors.” (Verses 8-10)

How is it conceivable that the idolaters should have a covenant with God and His
Messenger when they do not make any agreement with you unless they are unable to
overcome you? Should they prevail over you, they would subject you to their wrath,
observing no agreement, honouring no commitment and heeding no moral or ethical
value. They would respect no pledge and allow no limit in the punishment they
would inflict on you if only they could prevail against you in war. They would not
even respect the values of their own society, risking any criticism they might incur
for not abiding by these limits. No matter what agreements they may have with you,
their blind hatred of you causes them to trespass all limits and violate all
commitments, if only they can prevail over you. What prevents them from doing that
now is not the sort of agreements they have with you. They are only prevented by
the fact that they cannot achieve victory over you in battle. Now that you are too
strong for them, they try to please you with what they say and by showing that they
are true to their commitments. But in truth, their hearts are full of grudges against
you. With such heart-burning animosity, they will always wish you ill. They have no
desire to be in a relation of friendship with you and they harbour no good intention
towards you.

No Obligation Honoured

“Most of them are transgressors. They barter away God'’s revelations for a paltry price and
debar others from His path. Evil indeed is what they do.” (Verses 8-9) There is a basic
reason for their treacherous attitude: that they are transgressors who have deviated
widely from God’s guidance. They have bartered away God’s revelations for a paltry
price in the shape of fleeting pleasures and temporary comforts. They fear that
adopting Islam will deny them some or all of these interests or that it may involve
some financial cost. Hence they do not merely refuse to accept Islam, but they also
try to debar others from its path. This is, then, the result of the deal they made when
they exchanged God’s message for a paltry price. Hence, they turn away from God’s
path and debar others from following it. What they do is evil indeed, as God Himself
states: “Evil indeed is what they do.” (Verse 9)

The grudge they harbour is not directed against you personally, nor are their evil
actions levelled at you as individuals or a particular group. Their grudge is against
every believer, and their evil deeds shall always be levelled against every Muslim. It
is an animosity directed at the very Duality of faith, or indeed against faith itself.
This has always been the case with the enemies of faith, in all periods of history.
Thus said the sorcerers to Pharaoh when he threatened them with torture, vengeance

60



Al-Tawbah (The Repentance) | THE BASIS OF INTER-COMMUNAL RELATIONS

and a woeful doom: “You want to take vengeance on us only because we have believed in
the signs of our Lord when they were shown to us.” (7: 126) The same was said by the
Prophet, on God’s instructions, to the people of earlier revelations who opposed him:
“Say: ‘People of earlier revelations! Do you find fault with us for any reason other than we
believe in God alone?’” (5: 59) In reference to the People of the Pit who in former times
burned the believers with their women and children, God says: “They took vengeance
on them for no reason other than that they believed in God, the Almighty, the Praised One.”
(85: 8)

Faith is then the cause of all their hatred for the believers. Hence their ill-will and
atrocities are directed against every believer: “They respect neither agreement nor
obligation of honour with regard to any believer. Those indeed are the aggressors.” (Verse 10)
It is in their nature that they are aggressors. Their aggression begins with their hatred
of the divine faith and their rejection of its message. It is their aggression that leads
them to stand in opposition to faith and adopt a hostile attitude to the believers,
respecting no treaty or obligation of honour. Hence, should they prevail and feel that
they can get away with what they want, they will resort to any atrocity without limit.

God then gives His instructions on how the believers should react to this state of
affairs: “Yet, if they repent, take to prayers and pay the zakat, they are your brethren in faith.
Clear do We make Our revelations to people of knowledge. But if they break their pledges after
having concluded a treaty with you, and revile your religion, then fight these archetypes of
faithlessness who have no [respect for a] binding pledge; so that they may desist.” (Verses 11-
12)

In view of such a long history as well as the nature of the inevitable battle between
God’s message, which seeks to free mankind from subjugation by other creatures in
order that they submit to God alone, and jahiliyyah systems which seek to make some
people tyrannize over others, God gives a very clear and decisive directive to the
Muslims: “Yet, if they repent, take to prayers and pay the zakat, they are your brethren in
faith. Clear do We make Our revelations to people of knowledge. But if they break their
pledges after having concluded a treaty with you, and revile your religion, then fight these
archetypes of faithlessness who have no respect for a binding pledge, so that they may desist.”
(Verses 11-12)

The choice before them, then, is clear. They may accept what the Muslims have
accepted and repent of whatever aggression and transgression they have committed.
In this case, the Muslims will forgive them for whatever they might have committed
against them in the past. A new relationship will then be established which makes
these new Muslims brothers of the older Muslims and the past is forgiven and
forgotten altogether: “Clear do We make Our revelations to people of knowledge.” (Verse
11) These rulings are best appreciated and acted upon by the people of knowledge

who are the believers.
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Having made pledges and concluded a treaty with the believers, the other choice
they had was to violate their pledges and speak ill of the Islamic faith. In such a
situation they would assume the leadership of disbelief and faithlessness. No treaty
would be valid in their favour and no obligation to them need be respected. The
Muslims are required then to fight them, for they may, perchance, reflect on their
situation and see the truth for what it is. As we have already said, the strength of the
Islamic camp and its success in jihdd may influence people to recognize its truth.
They would thus see that the truth is triumphant because of its being the truth and
because it relies on God’s power and support. They would recognize that the Prophet
(peace be upon him) was only saying the truth when he told them that God, and His
Messenger, are overpowering. That should lead them to repentance for their past
misdeeds and a resolve to follow divine guidance, not by force and compulsion, but
through conviction that often comes as a result of seeing the truth triumphant.

An Attitude Confirmed by History

It is now pertinent to ask: to what stages of history and to what communities do
these statements apply? What sort of historical and social dimensions apply to them?
Are they valid only in the case of Arabia at the time of revelation? Or do they extend
to other times and places? These verses reflect a situation that prevailed at the time in
Arabia between the Muslims and the camp of idolatry. There is no doubt that the
rulings they outline deal with that situation; the idolaters they mention are those in
Arabia at that particular time. All this is true; but how far are they applicable and in
which situations? In order to answer these questions, we need to review the attitudes
idolaters have adopted towards the believers throughout history.

As for the Arabian stage, the events that took place during the lifetime of the
Prophet are sufficient to give us a clear answer. In our commentary on this surah
alone we have enough information to describe the attitude of the idolaters towards
this religion and its followers ever since its early days in Makkah up to the time of
the revelation of these verses. It is true that the later and much longer-lasting conflict
was between Islam on the one hand and the Jews and Christians on the other, rather
than between Islam and idolatry. Nevertheless, the idolaters have always adopted
the same attitude towards Muslims as described in these verses: “How [else could it be]
when, should they prevail over you, they will respect neither agreement made with you, nor
obligation of honour towards you? They try to please you with what they say, while at heart
they remain adamantly hostile. Most of them are transgressors. They barter away God'’s
revelations for a paltry price and debar others from His path. Evil indeed is what they do.
They respect neither agreement nor obligation of honour with regard to any believer. Those
indeed are the aggressors.” (Verses 8-10) As for the people of earlier revelations, i.e. the
Jews and Christians, and their attitude towards the Muslims, this will be discussed at
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length in Chapter 2 of this volume. We need to reflect now on the history of the
idolaters with the Muslims.

If we consider that Islam, which is the faith based on the principle of submission
to God alone, concluded, rather than started, with the message of the Prophet
Muhammad, we are bound to recognize that the attitude of idolaters towards every
one of God’s Messengers and to divine messages reflects the attitude of idolatry
towards faith. This should place matters in the right perspective. We see this attitude
for what it is in reality, as truthfully described in these Qur’anic verses. It is an
attitude that we recognize in all periods of history.

What did the idolaters do to those noble prophets and messengers: Noah, Huad,
Saliﬁ, Abraham, Shu'ayb, Moses, Jesus, (peace be upon them all), each in his own
time? And what did they do to the Prophet Muhammad and his followers? They
certainly respected no agreement or obligation of honour, until they had been
overcome. Again, what did the idolaters do to the Muslims in the second great
campaign mounted against Islam, when the banner of idolatry was this time hoisted
by the Tartars? Even today, fourteen centuries after the revelation of these verses,
what is being done to the Muslims by the idolaters and the atheists everywhere?
They simply do what the Qur’an states: “They respect neither agreement nor obligation of
honour with regard to any believer” (Verse 10)

When the Tartars won victory over the Muslims in Baghdad, an unprecedented
massacre took place. We will mention here only a brief account of what is recorded
by the historian Ibn Kathir in his book, al-Bidayah wa’l-Nihayah, as he describes the
events of the year 656 H. (1258 CE):

When the Tartars descended on the city of Baghdad, they killed whomever
they met of men, women and children, young and old. Many people tried to
hide in wells, rubbish dumps and sewers, where they stayed for several days.
Some people locked themselves in inns and guesthouses, but the Tartars
broke into every such house, and chased the people they found there to the
roofs where they killed them. Gutters and alleys were overflowing with
blood, and so were mosques and other places of worship. The only survivors
were the Jews and the Christians in the city and those who sought refuge
with them, and those who were given shelter in the house of Ibn al-"Algami,
the Shi‘ite minister. A group of businessmen were also spared and given
safety after they had paid large sums of money for the purpose. Baghdad,
which used to be the most friendly and peaceful of cities, was totally in ruin,
inhabited only by a small portion of its original population, and even these
were living in fear, hunger and humiliation.

Reports on the number of the Muslims killed in Baghdad in this battle vary,
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with some estimating the dead to be eight hundred thousands, while other
reports suggest the dead numbered a million, and still others putting the
estimate at two million people. We can only say what Muslims are
recommended to say at the time of a calamity: “To God we belong and to Him do
we return... All power belongs to God, the Most High, the Almighty.”

The Tartars entered Baghdad towards the end of the month of Muharram,
and continued the killing of its population for forty days. The Caliph, Al-
Musta'sim Billah, was killed on Wednesday, 14 Safar and his grave was
erased. On the day of his death he was 46 years of age and 4 months. His
reign lasted for 15 years, 8 months and a few days. His eldest son, Ahmad
Abt al-"Abbas, was killed at the same time at the age of 25, while his middle
son, Abd al-Rahman, who was 23, was killed a short while later. His
youngest son, Mubarak, and his three sisters, Fatimah, Khadijah and
Maryam, were taken prisoner.

The most prominent scholar in Baghdad, Shaikh Ytasuf ibn Shaikh Aba al-
Faraj ibn al-Jawzi, who was hostile to the Minister, was killed together with
his three sons, “Abdullah, *Abd al-Rahman and “Abd al-Karim. All the
nobility in the city were killed one by one. Prominent among these were
Mujahid al-Din Aybak, and Shihab al-Din Sulayman Shah and many others.
Anyone who belonged to the “Abbas ruling family might be called out, and
he would have to go with his women and children to al-Khallal graveyard,
where he would be slaughtered like a sheep. The Tartars might choose some
of his daughters or other women in his household to keep as prisoners. The
most prominent and eldest scholar in Baghdad, “Ali ibn al-Nayyar, who had
educated the Caliph when he was young, was also killed as well as most
imams and scholars in the city. Mosques were abandoned and no
congregational or Friday prayer was held in any mosque for several months
in Baghdad.

After forty days, when the massacre was over, Baghdad was in total ruin,
with only the odd person walking about. Dead bodies were placed in heaps
in the streets. Rain had changed their colour and their bodies had begun to
rot. The smell in the city was most awful and there were outbreaks of several
diseases which moved far and wide, reaching as far as Syria. People were
then facing scarcity of necessary commodities, an unabating massacre, as well
as epidemics. Those were indeed hard times.

When safety was announced for the survivors, those who were hiding in
holes and graveyards came out. They looked so pale as though they were
brought back from the dead. They were practically unrecognizable, to the
extent that a father might not recognize his son, and brothers might not
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recognize each other. They were vulnerable to any disease and many of them
soon died....19

Hostility Unabated

Such were the facts of history when the idolaters overpowered the Muslims. They
respected no provision of any treaty, nor any obligation of honour. The question to
be asked here is whether this was an isolated episode of ancient history, typical only
of the Tartars at that particular period of time?

The answer is certainly a negative one. In modern history we find examples of
similarly ghastly atrocities. What the Indian idolaters did at the time of the partition
of India is by no means less hideous or appalling than what the Tartars of old did.
Eight million Muslims decided to migrate to Pakistan when they were in fear of their
lives as a result of the barbaric attacks launched against those Muslims who decided
to stay in India. Only three million of them managed to reach the Pakistani borders.
The other five million were killed on the way. They were attacked by well organized
Hindu militia. These were well known to the Indian government, and indeed were
controlled by some highly placed officials in the Indian government itself. Those five
million Muslims were slaughtered like sheep. Their bodies were left along the roads
after many of them were disfigured in a way which was no less horrendous than
what the Tartars of old did in Baghdad.

The most horrible single incident was that involving the train which carried no
less than 50,000 Muslim employees from different parts of India on their way to
Pakistan. It was agreed at the time when the partition agreement was made that any
government official who wanted to migrate to Pakistan would be allowed to do so.
The train carried all those thousands of employees. It had to travel through a tunnel
at the Khaybar Pass close to the borders, but when the train came out of the tunnel, it
carried no living soul. Its cargo was nothing other than the dead bodies of all its
passengers, having been torn to pieces. What happened was that those same Hindu
militia stopped the train inside the tunnel and killed all its passengers. The train was
allowed to proceed only when this most ghastly massacre was over. God certainly
tells the truth as He says: “Should they prevail over you, they will respect neither
agreement made with you, nor obligation of honour towards you?” (Verse 8) Such
massacres continue to be committed in a variety of ways.

We then ask what have Communist Russia and China done to their Muslim
populations? Within a quarter of a century they exterminated 26 million of them,
with an average of one million a year. The policy of exterminating the Muslims is still

" Ibn Kathir, al-Bidayah wal-Nihayah, Beirut, 1996, Vol. 13, pp. 199-203.
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going on. This is not to say anything about the horrible methods of torture that have
become common practice in those countries. Only this year,? the Chinese sector of
Muslim Turkmanistan witnessed events that outbid all the Tartars’ atrocities. A
leading figure of the Muslim community was placed in a hole specially dug for him
in the middle of the road. Members of his community were forced to bring their
stools, which were normally used by the state in the manufacture of fertilizers, and
throw them on their leader standing in his hole. This continued for three days until
the man slowly suffocated and died.

Communist Yugoslavia has also been guilty of similar atrocities against its Muslim
population. One million Muslim people have been killed there since the Communist
takeover in that country at the end of the Second World War. Muslim men and
women were thrown into meat mincers to come out as a minced whole. This is only
an example of the continuing massacres and torture being committed there.

The same sort of evil tactics are employed by all Communist and pagan countries,
even today in the twentieth century. True indeed is God’s statement: “Should they
prevail over you, they will respect neither agreement made with you, nor obligation of honour
towards you.” (Verse 8) “They respect neither agreement nor obligation of honour with
regard to any believer. Those indeed are the aggressors.” (Verse 10)

God’s description of the unbelievers” attitude towards the Muslims is not limited
to a special situation that prevailed in Arabia at a particular period of history. Nor
was what happened in Baghdad at the hands of the Tartars an isolated case. Indeed
that statement describes a typical attitude that we meet everywhere, whenever a
community of believers who submit themselves to God alone are confronted by
idolaters or atheists who submit to beings other than God.

Hence, although these statements were meant to deal with a particular situation in
the Arabian Peninsula, and outlined a framework for dealing with the idolaters in
Arabia, they have far greater significance. They, in fact, address any similar situation,
wherever it takes place. They are to be acted upon whenever their implementation is
possible as was the case in Arabia. It is the Muslims’ ability to put them into effect
that counts, not the particular circumstances that led to their revelation.

Doubts Dispelled

Will you not fight against people who have broken their solemn pledges and set out to
drive out the Messenger, and who were the first to attack you? Do you fear them? It is
God alone whom you should fear, if you are true believers. Fight them: God will
punish them at your hands, and will bring disgrace upon them; and will grant you

20 This was written in 1962 or 1963. — Editor's note.
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victory over them and will grant heart felt satisfaction to those who are believers,
removing all angry feelings from their hearts. God will turn in His mercy to whom He
wills. God is All-knowing and Wise. Do you think that you will be left alone, unless
God takes cognizance of those of you who strive hard for His cause and establish close
association with none other than God, His Messenger and the believers? God is well
aware of what you do. (Verses 13-16)

These verses come immediately after questions have been raised over the very
principle of a treaty or a covenant being granted to the idolaters by God and His
Messenger. In the same verses the idolaters were given the choice either to accept the
faith based on submission to God alone or open warfare, except for the person who
may seek refuge with the Muslims. Such a person is given shelter and made to listen
to God’s revelations before he is given safe conduct to his place of security. The
reason for questioning the principle itself is that the idolaters will never respect any
agreement or obligation of honour with regard to any believer when they prevail
over the Muslims.

These verses are given here to answer any doubts felt within the Muslim
community, at all levels, and the reluctance of some of the believers to take such
drastic action by terminating existing treaties. It also responds to the desire felt on
the part of some believers that the remaining idolaters in Arabia would eventually
come round to recognize the truth of the Islamic message and accept it without the
need to fight them, with all that a war involves of risk to life and property.

The Qur’an answers all these feelings and fears by reminding the Muslims of their
own experiences of the idolaters’ attitude to their treaties with the believers. It
reminds them of the time when the idolaters tried to expel God’s Messenger from
Makkah before he left to settle in Madinah. It also reminds them that it was the
idolaters who were the aggressors when they first attacked the Muslims in Madinah.
It then arouses their sense of shame if they fear confronting the idolaters on the
battlefield. If they are true believers, then they should fear God alone. It encourages
them to fight the unbelievers, so that God may inflict punishment on them at their
hands. This means that the believers would be the means to accomplish God’s will
when He determines to punish His enemies and bring about their humiliation,
giving at the same time satisfaction to the believers who have suffered at their hands.
These verses also answer the excuses that are made to justify a reluctance to fight
those idolaters, including the hope that those unbelievers might eventually accept
Islam without the need to fight them. The Muslims are told that true hope should be
pinned on the victory of the Muslims in the war against them. When the idolaters are
defeated by God’s will, some of them may turn to God in repentance and accept
Islam. Finally, these verses draw the attentions of the believers to the fact that it is
only God’s will that He tests believers with such duties so that they may prove
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themselves. Such laws which God has set in operation will continue to apply as long
as human life on earth remains.

“Will you not fight against people who have broken their solemn pledges and set out to
drive out the Messenger, and who were the first to attack you? Do you fear them? It is God
alone whom you should fear, if you are true believers.” (Verse 13) The whole history of the
idolaters with the believers is one of violating solemn pledges and breaching
agreements. The most recent example was the violation of the peace treaty concluded
at al-Hfudaybiyah. Acting on instructions from his Lord, the Prophet accepted in that
agreement their conditions which were felt by some of his best Companions to be
totally unfair to the Muslims. He fulfilled his obligations under that agreement as
meticulously as possible. For their part, the idolaters did not respect their agreement,
nor did they fulfil their obligations. Within two years, and at the first opportunity,
they committed a flagrant breach of their obligations, extending active support to
their allies who launched a treacherous attack against the Prophet’s allies.

Moreover, it was the idolaters who tried to expel the Prophet from Makkah, and
who were determined finally to kill him. This was before he migrated to Madinah. It
was in the Sacred Mosque, the Inviolable House of Worship, where even a murderer
was sure to be unharmed. Anyone might meet there someone who had killed his
father or brother and he would not lift a finger against him. In the case of
Muhammad, God’s Messenger who advocated submission to God alone and the
following of His guidance, they did not respect even that obligation of honour. They
did not even respect their traditions which they observed even with vengeance
killers. They went as far as plotting to kill him in the Sacred Mosque itself.

It was also the idolaters who tried to fight the Muslims in Madinah. Under Aba
Jahl’s leadership, they insisted on fighting the Muslims after their trade caravan had
been able to escape. They went on the offensive in the Battles of Uhud and the Moat,
and they mobilized other tribes against the believers in the Battle of Hunayn. All
these encounters and events were still fresh in the memories of the believers. They all
confirm the persistent attitude of the idolaters which is described by God in the
Qur’an: “They shall not cease to fight you until they force you to renounce your faith, if they
can.” (2: 217) This is clear in the nature of the relationship between the camp which
worships all sorts of deities and the one which worships God alone.

After this reminder, God asks them: “Do you fear them?” (Verse 13) They should
not refrain from fighting the idolaters, after this long history of treachery, unless they
were afraid of them. But this question is followed by a statement which stirs new
feelings of determination and courage: ‘It is God alone whom you should fear, if you are
true believers.” (Verse 13) A true believer fears no creature whatsoever, because he
only fears God. So they should examine their true feelings, because if they are true
believers they will fear no one other than God.
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An Order to Fight

The feelings of those early Muslims were heightened when they were reminded of
those events: how the idolaters plotted to assassinate the Prophet, and how they
repeatedly violated their agreements with the Muslims and launched a treacherous
attack against them, taking them by surprise whenever a chance presented itself.
They also remembered how the idolaters, in their despotic insolence, were the first to
attack them. With their feelings so heightened, they are encouraged to fight the
idolaters and are promised victory over them: “Fight them: God will punish them at
your hands, and will bring disgrace upon them,; and will grant you victory over them and will
grant heart felt satisfaction to those who are believers, removing all angry feelings from their
hearts.” (Verses 14-15)

When you fight them, God will make you the means of the execution of His will,
and He will bring about their punishment by your hands, causing them to be
defeated and humiliated after they have arrogantly been demonstrating their power.
With the victory He will grant you, God will make the believers who had been at the
receiving end of the idolaters” repression and persecution happy. This happiness will
come about as a result of the complete victory of the truth and the defeat of falsehood
and its advocates.

But this is not all. There is more good news and more reward for certain people:
“God will turn in His mercy to whom He wills.” (Verse 15) When the Muslims achieve
victory some of the idolaters may open their hearts to the truth. They may be able to
recognize that this victory was achieved with the help of a power that is totally
superior to all that human beings can muster. They may appreciate the effects faith
brings about in the outlook and behaviour of the believers and feel that faith makes
its followers better people. All this takes place in reality. Hence the believers receive
the reward for their jihad and struggle against disbelief, and they are rewarded for
enabling unbelievers to see the truth of faith. Islam will gain in strength as a result of
those who join its ranks after the victory of the believers: “God is All-knowing and
Wise.” (Verse 15) He knows the outcome of events before they even take place, and in
His wisdom, He is aware of the results and effects of forthcoming actions and moves.

The emergence of the power of Islam and its establishment as a force to be
reckoned with will inevitably attract the hearts and minds of people who may prefer
to turn away from Islam when it is weak or when its power and influence are not
clearly demonstrated. The advocates of Islam will have a much easier task in trying
to make the truth of Islam clear to people when they have the sort of power which
causes their community to be held in awe by others. It must be remembered,
however, that when God educated the small, persecuted Muslim community in
Makkah, implanting the Qur’anic principles in their hearts, He promised them only
one thing, which was heaven, and He made only one requirement of them, which
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was perseverance. When they demonstrated their perseverance and sought the prize
of admittance into heaven and nothing else, God granted them victory and
encouraged them to achieve it so that it would soothe their hearts and bring them full
satisfaction. In such circumstances, victory is not granted to the Muslim community
as individuals or as a community; it is granted to God’s message. The Muslims are
only the means for the execution of His will.

It was also necessary that the Muslims should launch their struggle against all the
idolaters as one camp, and that all treaties with all the idolaters should be terminated
at the same time, and that the Muslims would form a solid, united camp against all
idolaters. Thus, those who had harboured different intentions and sought excuses of
business, blood relations or other interests to justify their continued dealings with the
idolaters should make their true position clear, free of all ambiguity. All such excuses
had to be tested so that those who make of them a means to maintain close relations
with the idolaters, in preference to their association with God, His Messenger and the
believers should be known. If such excuses could be made in the past when relations
between different camps had not crystallized, there was no room for any ambiguity
now: “Do you think that you will be left alone, unless God takes cognizance of those of you
who strive hard for His cause and establish close association with none other than God, His
Messenger and the believers? God is well aware of what you do.” (Verse 16)

As happens in all communities, there was a group among the Muslims that was
skilled in manoeuvres, climbing over fences and making plausible excuses. Making
use of the fluid situation when relations between the different camps had not
crystallized, such people continued to make contacts with the enemy behind the
backs of the Muslim community, seeking to serve only their own interests. Now that
the situation was finally outlined, with each camp making its standpoint very clear,
all such loopholes and back doors were finally and firmly closed.

It is certainly in the interest of the Muslim community and the interest of the
Islamic faith to make the situation clear and to lay all intentions bare, so that those
who strive hard for no reason other than earning God’s pleasure are distinguished by
their sincerity. Similarly those who have different intentions, and those who try to
circumvent Islamic rules in order to pursue their own interests with the unbelievers
are also known.

God has known such people all the time. Nothing is added to God’s knowledge as
a result of any event or action. “God is well aware of what you do.” (Verse 16) He,
however, holds people to account only for what appears of their reality through their
own actions. It is His method to test people so that their true feelings and what they
harbour in their innermost hearts are made to appear. The best way to do this is to
test them with hardship.
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Who May Tend God’s Houses

It is not for the idolaters to visit or tend God’s houses of worship; for they are self-
confessed unbelievers. Vain shall be their actions and they shall abide in the fire. God’s
houses of worship may be tended only by those who believe in God and the Last Day,
are constant in prayers, pay zakat (i.e. the obligatory charity) and fear none other than
God. 1t is those who are likely to be rightly quided. Do you, perchance, consider that
the provision of drinking water to pilgrims and tending the Sacred Mosque are equal
to believing in God and the Last Day and striving for God’s cause? These are not
equal in God’s sight. God does not provide guidance for people who are wrongdoers.
Those who believe, and leave their homes and strive hard for God’s cause with their
property and their lives stand higher in rank with God. It is they who shall triumph.
Their Lord gives them the happy news of bestowing on them His grace, and
acceptance, and of the gardens of eternal bliss where they shall reside for ever. God’s
reward is great indeed. (Verses 17-22)

With the declaration and disavowal made at the beginning of the siirah concerning
the termination of the treaties with the unbelievers, there can be no excuse for
anyone who refuses to fight the idolaters. Moreover, there might have been some
hesitation to forbid them entry to the Sacred Mosque in Makkah, which they used to
enjoy in pre-Islamic days. The surah questions the claims of the idolaters to visit the
Sacred Mosque, for that is an exclusive right of the believers who attend to their
duties of worshipping God alone. That the idolaters used to visit the Mosque and
provide drinking water to the pilgrims did not alter the situation in any way. These
verses address those troubled Muslims who might not as yet have fully understood
this basic Islamic principle.

“It is not for the idolaters to visit or tend God’s houses of worship, for they are self-
confessed unbelievers.” (Verse 17) It is totally wrong that this should ever happen
because it is contrary to the nature of things. God’s houses of worship belong to Him
alone, and only His name should be glorified in them. No other name should be
invoked beside His name. How could it be acceptable then that those who associate
partners with Him should ever tend these houses of worship when they are self-
confessed unbelievers. “Vain shall be their actions.” (Verse 17) Whatever they do is
without value, including their tending of the Ka'bah, the Inviolable House of
Worship. That is because none of their actions is based on the fundamental principle
of God’s oneness. As a result of their open and clear rejection of the truth of faith,
“they shall abide in the fire.” (Verse 17)

Worship is simply an expression of faith. If the faith is wrongly based, then the
worship offered on its basis is wrong as well. Hence any act of worship, including
the visiting and tending of the houses of worship, is of little benefit unless hearts are
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tull of faith which translates itself into action that is totally dedicated to God alone.
“God'’s houses of worship may be tended only by those who believe in God and the Last Day,
are constant in prayers, pay zakat (i.e. the obligatory charity) and fear none other than God.”
(Verse 18) We note that the two conditions relating to belief and action are coupled
with a third stipulating that those believers who do good deeds must fear none other
than God. This is not an idle condition. It is important that a believer should be
totally dedicated to God alone and should rid himself of all traces of idolatry in his
feelings, beliefs and behaviour. To fear anyone beside God is a subtle aspect of
polytheism. Hence the surah warns against it specifically so that believers may make
sure that their faith is pure and that their actions are intended to earn God’s pleasure.
When they do that they deserve to tend houses of worship and to be graced with
God’s guidance: “It is those who are likely to be rightly quided.” (Verse 18)

First, concepts are formulated and beliefs are held, then action is undertaken on
the basis of faith. God will then reward people with His guidance and with success
and prosperity.

This is a criterion which God states clearly to the believers and unbelievers alike,
because it determines who may tend God’s houses and provides a basis for the
evaluation of actions of worship and rituals. Those who tended the Ka'bah and
provided drinking water for pilgrims in pre-Islamic days when their faith was not
based on submission to God alone cannot be placed in the same position as those
who have accepted the divine faith and striven hard for God’s cause to help make
His word supreme: “Do you, perchance, consider that the provision of drinking water to
pilgrims and tending the Sacred Mosque are equal to believing in God and the Last Day and
striving for God’s cause? These are not equal in God’s sight.” (Verse 19) It is God’s scale
and His measure that are the important ones. Nothing else is of any value.

“God does not provide guidance for people who are wrongdoers.” (Verse 18) The
wrongdoers meant here are the idolaters who reject the true faith, even though they
may tend and maintain the Ka'bah, the Sacred Mosque, and provide drinking water
for pilgrims. The point here is concluded with a statement which speaks of the high
position of those believers who strive hard to make God’s word triumph. We are also
told of the eternal bliss and great reward that await them: “Those who believe, and leave
their homes and strive for God’s cause with their property and their lives stand higher in rank
with God. It is they who shall triumph. Their Lord gives them the happy news of bestowing
on them His grace, and acceptance, and of the gardens of eternal bliss where they shall reside
for ever. God'’s reward is great indeed.” (Verses 20-22)

It should be pointed out here that the comparative stated in this verse, “stand
higher in rank with God,” does not imply two positions on the same scale, or that the
others have a lesser rank with God. It indicates an absolute preference. We have
already been told about the others, i.e. the idolaters, and that “vain shall be their

72



Al-Tawbah (The Repentance) | THE BASIS OF INTER-COMMUNAL RELATIONS

actions and they shall abide for ever in the fire.” (Verse 17) Hence the two situations
cannot be compared.

The surah continues to stress the need to purge feelings and relations within the
Muslim community of any influence other than that of faith. It calls on the believers
to give no importance to ties of kinship or to other interests. It groups together all
worldly pleasures as well as family and social ties in order to weigh them against
loving God and His Messenger and striving for His cause. The choice is then left to
Muslims to make: “Believers, do not take your fathers and brothers for allies if they choose
unbelief in preference to faith. Those of you who take them for allies are indeed wrongdoers.
Say: “If your fathers, your sons, your brothers, your spouses, your clan, and the property you
have acquired, and the business in which you fear a decline, and the dwellings in which you
take pleasure, are dearer to you than God and His Messenger and the struggle in His cause,
then wait until God shall make manifest His will. God does not provide guidance to the
evildoers.”” (Verses 23-24)

The Islamic faith cannot accept any partners in its followers’ hearts and minds.
A person can be either totally dedicated to it or can leave it altogether. There is no
requirement here to cut off all ties with one’s children, family, clan or
neighbourhood, nor to reject wealth or different types of pleasure and enjoyment.
That is not the point meant here. What is required is total dedication and
wholehearted love. This means in practical terms that the faith becomes the prime
mover and the paramount motivation. When this is the case, people may have their
pleasures and enjoyment because they will be able to sacrifice all these whenever
such sacrifice is required by their faith.

The determining factor is whether faith has the overall control over man’s
attitudes and actions or not. Would the final decision in any situation be based on
considerations of faith or on some other interests or worldly matters? When a
Muslim is certain that he has given all his heart to his faith then he may enjoy his
family life and have all the happiness of having a wife and children. He may
maintain and strengthen his social ties as he wishes and he may have his business
and fine dwelling. He may enjoy all the pleasures of this world, without being too
extravagant or adopting an arrogant attitude. Indeed to enjoy these pleasures is
encouraged as a means of showing gratitude to God for His bounty.

Attitudes Shaped by Feelings

“Believers, do not take your fathers and brothers for allies if they choose unbelief in
preference to faith.” (Verse 23) All ties of blood and family relations are severed if the
tie of belief does not take its place in people’s hearts. Family loyalty is nullified when
loyalty based on faith is nonexistent. The first bond is that which exists between man
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and God. It is the bond which unites all humanity. When this is severed, no
relationships, ties or bonds may exist. “Those of you who take them for allies are indeed
wrongdoers.” (Verse 23) The term “wrongdoers’ here means the idolaters, because to
maintain ties of loyalty and alliance with family and community when they prefer
unbelief to faith is a form of idolatry which believers may not entertain.

The surah does not merely state the principle. It goes on to list all types of ties,
ambitions and pleasures, grouping them all together and putting them in the scale
against faith and its requirements. Thus we have in the first group fathers, children,
brothers, spouses and clan (i.e. ties of blood and family), property and business (i.e.
the natural desire to have money), and comfortable houses and dwellings (i.e. the
pleasures of affluence). Against all this is placed love of God and His Messenger and
striving for God’s cause. It is important to realize that striving here implies a great
deal of hardship and sacrifice. It may mean suffering oppression, going to war and
sacrificing one’s life altogether. Moreover, all this striving must be purged of any
desire to be known or to be publicly appreciated or recognized. Once this striving
aims at such recognition, it earns no reward from God.

“Say: ‘If your fathers, your sons, your brothers, your spouses, your clan, and the property
you have acquired, and the business in which you fear a decline, and the dwellings in which
you take pleasure, are dearer to you than God and His Messenger and the struggle in His
cause, then wait until God shall make manifest His will.”” (Verse 24) What is required
here is certainly hard, and it is certainly of great importance. But thus are God’s
requirements. Otherwise, “wait until God shall make manifest His will.”” (Verse 24) The
only alternative is to have the same fate as those who perpetrate evil: “God does not
provide guidance to the evildoers.” (Verse 24) This requirement is not obligatory merely
on individuals. The whole Muslim community, and indeed the Muslim state, are also
required to make the same choice. There is no consideration or bond which may have
priority over those of faith and the struggle for God’s cause.

God does not impose this obligation on the Muslim community unless He knows
that its nature can cope with it. It is indeed an aspect of God’s grace that He has
given human nature this strong ability to cope with great demands when motivated
by dedication to a noble ideal. Indeed He has given it the ability to feel a more
sublime pleasure which is far superior to all the pleasures of this world. This is the
pleasure or the ecstasy of having a tie with God Himself and the hope of winning His
pleasure. It is also the pleasure of rising above human weaknesses, family and social
pressures while looking forward to a bright horizon. If human weakness sometimes
pulls us down, the bright horizon that looms large will give us a renewed desire to
break loose of all worldly pressures to give faith its due importance.

Reminder of a Great Event
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The surah follows this with a quick reminder of some of the events that the first
Muslim generation experienced. The Muslims are reminded of the many battles
when they were weak and poorly equipped but where God granted them victory.
They are also reminded of the Battle of Flunayn when they were defeated despite
their numerical strength, but then God granted them His support. On that day, the
army which achieved the conquest of Makkah was joined by 2,000 of its people who
were pardoned by the Prophet. On that day, there was a time when, for a few
seconds, the Muslims overlooked their reliance on God to admire their strength and
large following. The events of that day taught the Muslims the lesson that complete
dedication to God’s cause and strengthening their ties with Him are the best
equipment for victory. These will never fail them, while wealth, friends and even
closest relatives may do so.

God has granted you His support on many a battlefield, and also in the Battle of
Hunayn, when you took pride in your numerical strength, but it availed you nothing.
For all its vastness, the earth seemed too narrow for you, and you turned back in
flight. God then bestowed from on high an air of inner peace on His Messenger and on
the believers, and He sent down forces whom you could not see, and punished those
who disbelieved. Such is the reward for the unbelievers. God will then turn in His
mercy to whom He wills, for God is Much forgiving, Merciful. (Verses 25-27)

The victories they achieved in many battles were still fresh in their memories,
requiring only a brief reference to bring them back in all clarity. The Battle of
Hunayn took place shortly after the conquest of Makkah, in the eighth year of the
Islamic calendar.

When the Prophet settled matters after Makkah had fallen to him, and its
people accepted Islam and were pardoned by the Prophet, he was informed
that the tribe of Hawazin were mobilizing forces to fight him, under the
leadership of Malik ibn “Awf al-Nadri. They were joined by the whole Thaqif
tribe as well as the tribes of Jusham and Sa “d ibn Bakr. Also allied with them
were some forces of the clans of Hilal, *"Amr ibn *Amir and *Awf ibn *Amir.
They marched bringing with them their women and children as well as their
cattle and property to make it a battle to the bitter end.

The Prophet marched at the head of the army which conquered Makkah,
estimated at the time to be around 10,000 strong, composed mostly of the
Muhajirin and the Angar. He was joined by 2,000 of the pardoned people of
Makkah. The two hosts met at a valley known as Hunayn. The battle started
before the break of day, as the Muslim army was going down into the valley.
The Hawazin forces had been lying in ambush. They took the Muslims by
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surprise and showered them with arrows and put up a determined fight. In
no time, the Muslim soldiers were on the retreat, as God says here.

The Prophet remained steadfast, mounting his she-camel, with his uncle, al-
*Abbas, holding its rein on the right and his cousin, Aba Sufyan ibn al-Harith
holding it on the left, trying to slow her. He was calling out to his followers to
come back to him, mentioning his name and saying: “You, God’s servants,
rally to me, for I am God’s Messenger.” He also said out loud: “I am the
Prophet, no doubt. I am the son of "Abd al-Muttalib.” A number of his
Companions who might have been no more than 80 or 100, according to
various reports, stood firm by him. Among these were Abu Bakr, *Umar, al-
“Abbas and his son, al-Fadl, "Ali, Aba Sufyan ibn al-Harith, Ayman and
Usamah ibn Zayd. The Prophet then asked his uncle, al-"Abbas, who had a
loud voice, to shout to the Muslims reminding them of the pledge they had
given under the tree, which was a pledge to fight with him until death, and
for which they earned God’s pleasure. He did so, adding some variations to
remind the Muslims of their position. As they heard him, they would
respond verbally and rally to the Prophet in his position. If any of them found
his camel unwilling to turn round in the confusion, he would take his
armament and dismount to join the Prophet.

When a core group of them had rallied, the Prophet told them to fight with
total dedication. Soon the idolaters were in flight, and the Muslims were
chasing them, killing some of them and taking others prisoner. By the time
the rest of the Muslim army had regrouped and rallied, the prisoners were in
chains in front of God’s Messenger.?!

Large Forces Avail Nothing

Such was the battle in which the Muslims had for the first time an army which
was 12,000 strong. They felt confident when they looked at their numbers. They
overlooked the most essential cause of victory. So God allowed defeat to befall them
at first so that they might remember. He then granted them victory at the hands of
the small group which remained steadfast with the Prophet and defended him with
all the bravery they could muster. The sirah portrays some scenes of the battle in
order to recall the feelings experienced by those who were on the battlefield: “IVhen
you took pride in your numerical strength, but it availed you nothing. For all its vastness, the
earth seemed too narrow for you, and you turned back in flight.” (Verse 25)

This describes how the excessive confidence felt by a large force led to spiritual

*! Tbn Kathir, Tafsir al-Qur'an al-"Azim, Beirut, Al-Maktabah al-"Asriyah, 1996, Vol. 2, p. 314.
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defeat causing the Muslims to feel such a heavy burden that made the vast earth
seem too narrow. This then led to a physical defeat and those large forces were on
the retreat. But what happened next?

“God then bestowed from on high an air of inner peace on His Messenger and on the
believers.” (Verse 26) This "inner peace’ seems as if it were a garment which people
wore to pacify their feelings and give them tranquillity. ‘And He sent down forces
whom you could not see.” (Verse 26) We do not know the nature of these forces and
whom they really were. No one other than God Himself knows what forces He may
bring in. “And He punished those who disbelieved. Such is the reward for the unbelievers.”
(Verse 26) The killing of some of their soldiers and taking others captive, and the
defeat that befell them all were part of the punishment they received in this life,
which is only a fitting reward for their denial of God and rejection of the faith.
However, the door to repentance is always open to receive those who wish to mend
their ways. “God will then turn in His mercy to whom He wills, for God is Much forgiving,
Merciful.” (Verse 27)

The siirah refers to the Battle of Flunayn in order to portray the consequences of
turning away from God and relying on any power other than His. The events of the
battle, however, highlight the real forces on which every faith should rely. Numerical
strength is of little importance. Power lies with the hard core who are totally
dedicated to their faith and cannot be shaken. Sometimes the multitude may cause
defeat, because some people may join in without really knowing the truth of the faith
they profess. At times of hardship, courage deserts them and this may lead to
confusion within the ranks of believers. Besides, large numbers may lead to a feeling
of complacency which causes people to overlook the need to strengthen their ties
with their Lord. The triumph of faith has always come about through the efforts of
the hard core of firm believers who are ready to sacrifice all for their faith.

At this point the surah concludes its statement on the unbelievers who associate
partners with God and gives its final verdict concerning them. This verdict remains
valid for the rest of time: “Believers, know that the idolaters are certainly impure. So, let
them not come near to the Sacred Mosque after this year is ended. If you fear poverty, then in
time God will enrich you with His own bounty, if He so wills. Truly, God is All-knowing,
Wise.” (Verse 28)

The surah emphasizes the abstract impurity of the idolaters to make it their
essential quality. This shows them to be totally and completely impure. This
statement gives the feeling that we should seek to purify ourselves when we have
anything to do with them, although their impurity is abstract. Their bodies are not
really impure. In its unique style, the Qur’an often resorts to magnification, giving
abstract matters a physical shape and entity. “The idolaters are certainly impure. So, let
them not come near to the Sacred Mosque after this year is ended.” (Verse 28) Here we
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have the strictest injunction prohibiting their presence in the Haram area. The order
implies that they must not even come near it, because they are impure while the
Haram is a source of purity.

The whole commercial season which the people of Makkah await every year, and
their business which provides livelihood for most people and the two business trips
in summer and winter which are so essential for the continued prosperity of the
people of Makkah will all be jeopardized as a result of banning the idolaters from
pilgrimage and declaring jihad against them all. This may be true, but when it comes
to faith, God wants people’s hearts to be totally dedicated to their faith. When they
do this, they will not worry about their livelihood, because God ensures that
everyone gets his or her share in the normal way and through recognized means: “If
you fear poverty, then in time God will enrich you with His own bounty, if He so wills.”
(Verse 28) When God wills, He may replace certain causes with others, and He may
close certain doors in order to open others. “Truly, God is All- knowing, Wise.” (Verse
28) He manages all matters and conducts all affairs in accordance with His
knowledge and wisdom.

In this sirah the Qur’an is addressing the Muslim community as it was composed
immediately after the conquest of Makkah, when standards of faith were not at the
same level. We can see from reading the sirah carefully that there were gaps in that
community, and we can also see how the Qur’an has set about filling these gaps and
the great effort made to educate the Muslim community.

The method of the Qur’an was to guide the footsteps of the Muslim community to
bring it up to the high summit of total dedication to God and to the divine faith. Faith
becomes the standard by which any relationship or source of pleasure in life is
accepted or rejected. All this was accomplished through educating people in the real
difference between God’s method which makes all people serve God alone and the
methods of jahiliyyah which enable some people to enslave others. The two are
essentially different and they cannot be reconciled.

Without this proper understanding of the nature of this religion and its method,
and also the nature of jahiliyyah, or the state of ignorance that Islam always comes up
against, we cannot recognize the true value of Islamic rules and regulations that
govern dealings and transactions between the Muslim community and other
communities.
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Relations with Other
Religions

Fight against those who — despite having been
given Seriptures — do not truly believe in God
and the Last Day, and do not treat as forbidden
that which God and His Messenger have for-
bididen, and do not follow the religion of truth, till
they |agree to] pay the submission tax with a
willing hand, after they have been hunmibled. (29)

The Jews say: Ezra is the son of God,” while the
Christians say: ‘The Christ is the son of God.’
Such are the assertions they utter with their
mouths, echoing - assertions made by the un-
believers of old. May God destroy thens! How
perverse they are! (30)

They matke of their rabbis and their monfks, and
of the Christ, son of Mapy, lords besides God.
Yet they have been ordered to worship none but
the One God, other than whon: there is no deity.
Excalted be He above those to whom they ascribe
diinity. (31)
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Overview

This second passage of the siirah provides the final rulings concerning the relations
between the Muslim community and the people of earlier revelations, just like the
tirst passage defined the final rulings on relations between the Muslim community
and the idolaters in Arabia. However, the first passage addressed the situation that
prevailed at the time in Arabia, speaking about the Arab idolaters and referring to
their attitudes and events relating specifically to them. In this second passage we
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note that its statements are more general in phraseology and import, and are
applicable to all people of earlier revelations, whether in Arabia or elsewhere.

These new rulings include a number of substantial amendments to the rules
governing relations between the Muslim community and people of earlier
revelations, particularly the Christians. By the time this sirah was revealed, all
encounters and military conflicts with the Jews had already taken place, but no such
conflict took place with any Christian community.

The main amendment the new rulings include is the order given to fight those
who deviate from the divine faith until they pay the jizyah, or submission tax, after
they have been humbled. No peace agreement may be made with them except on
this basis of submission evident by the payment of a special tax which gives them the
right to live in peace with the Muslims. On the other hand, if they become convinced
of the truth of Islam and accept it, they are considered part of the Muslim
community.

Never will they be forced to accept the Islamic faith. A basic and definitive Islamic
rule states: “There shall be no compulsion in religion.” (2: 256) But they are not given a
peaceful status unless they are bound by covenant with the Muslim community on
the basis of paying the submission tax.

This last amendment cannot be clearly understood unless we are fully aware of
the nature of the inevitable relations between the divine system and other systems
opposed to it. We must also understand the nature of the Islamic method of action,
with its progressive stages and the different means it employs to face up to a
changing situation in human life.

Inevitably, coexistence between the divine system and human systems opposed to
it is possible only in certain situations and under specific conditions. These ensure
that no material impediments are placed in the way of the implementation of the
universal Islamic declaration of the liberation of man from submission to any
authority other than God. The divine system wants to prevail so that people are
liberated from submission to other human beings and can submit to God alone. By
contrast, the other systems want to defend their own status by crushing the
movement aiming to establish the divine system in human life.

By nature, the Islamic method of action will confront this human situation with
similar and more powerful action, progressing from one stage to another and
employing the proper methods that suit every stage. These methods and means are
represented in the provisional and final rulings governing relations between the
Muslim community and other communities. In order to define the nature of these
relations the sirah explains in this passage the beliefs and attitudes adopted by the
people of earlier revelations, making it clear that these are "a form of idolatry,
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representing disbelief and are certainly false.” The passage cites the basis of this

judgement. We find that it relies on the actual beliefs of those people and the

similarity between these beliefs and those of the unbelievers of old. It also relies on

their actions and behaviour.

The Truth of People of Earlier Revelations

The present text states that those people of earlier revelations:

1.
2.
3.
4.

Do not truly believe in God and the Last Day;
Do not forbid what God and His Messenger have made forbidden;
Do not follow the religion of truth;

The Jews among them claim that Ezra was the son of God, while the
Christians claim that Jesus Christ was the son of God. In making these false
claims they are merely echoing the false claims of the unbelievers of old times,
Greeks, Romans, Indians and Egyptians, or other idolaters. [We will show that
the concept of the Trinity was borrowed by the Christians from old idolatrous
beliefs, as were the Christian and Jewish claims that God has a son. None of
these was part of the origin of Christianity or Judaism.]

. They treated their rabbis and monks, as well as Jesus himself, as lords

alongside God. Thus they transgressed the principles of God’s oneness they
were bid to uphold. As such, they are idolaters;

They are hostile to God’s faith, trying to put out God’s light with their mouths.
As such, they are unbelievers; and

Many of their monks and rabbis devour people’s money and property against
all right, and they turn people away from God’s path.

It is on the basis of such beliefs and practices that the truth of the people of earlier

revelations is stated, and the final rulings governing their relations with the believers
who implement God’s message are defined.

This definitive statement may come as a surprise and may be seen as contrary to

what the Qur’an had stated previously about the people of earlier revelations.

Certainly the Orientalists and the Christian missionaries, as well as their disciples

make such claims, saying that the Prophet changed his attitude when he felt he was

strong enough to confront them.

However, a thorough review of Qur’anic statements, revealed both in Makkah and

Madinah, concerning the people of earlier revelations will clearly show that nothing

has changed in the Islamic view about their beliefs. The Qur’an has always made it
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clear that they upheld deviant, false and polytheistic beliefs, while they disbelieved
in the true divine religion, or even its portion given to them. The new amendments
are confined to the way the Muslim community should deal with them. This is
subject to the prevailing practical conditions, which change all the time.

We will look now at some of the Qur’anic statements about the people of earlier
revelations and the concepts and beliefs they uphold. We will then consider their
practical attitude to Islam and its followers which led to the final rulings on how to
deal with them.

There were no Jewish or Christian communities to reckon with in Makkah. There
were only some individuals whom the Qur’an states to have been overjoyed when
they heard of the new message and they believed in Islam. They confirmed that the
Prophet Muhammad was God’s Messenger who confirmed what they had of God’s
revelations. Those must have been among the minority of Jews and Christians who
continued to believe in God’s oneness. It is in reference to these that Qur’anic verses
like the following ones were revealed: “Those to whom We vouchsafed revelation in
former times believe in this; and whenever it is recited to them, they say: ‘We believe in it, for
it is the truth from our Lord. Even before this have we surrendered ourselves to Him.”” (28:
52-53) “Say, "You may believe in it or you may not.” Those who were given knowledge before
it has been revealed fall down on their faces in humble prostration when it is recited to them,
and say, ‘Limitless in His glory is our Lord. Truly has the promise of our Lord been fulfilled.”
And upon their faces they fall down, weeping, and [its recitation] increases their humility.”
(17:107-109) “Say, ‘Consider, if this be truly [a revelation] from God and yet you deny its
truth? — even though a witness from among the Children of Israel bears witness to one like
it, and has believed while you glory in your arrogance.” God does not grace evildoers with His
quidance.” (46: 10) “Thus have We bestowed this Book on you from on high. Those to whom
We previously gave revelations believe in it, just as some among these do believe in it. None
will reject Our revelations other than those who deny the truth.” (29: 47) “Am I to seek for
judge anyone other than God, when it is He who has revealed the Book to you, clearly spelling
out the truth. Those to whom We previously gave revelations know that it is the truth
revealed by your Lord. So, do not be among the doubters.” (6: 114) “Those to whom We have
given this revelation rejoice at what has been bestowed on you from on high, but among
different factions there are some who deny part of it. Say: ‘I have only been bidden to worship
God, and not to associate partners with Him. To Him I pray, and to Him do I return.”” (13:
36)

Similarly, a positive response was given by a number of individuals in Madinah,
and we find mention of these in some surahs revealed in Madinah. These references
make it clear that those people were Christians. The Jews in Madinah, apprehensive
about the rise of Islam, took a different attitude to that adopted by some individual
Jews in Makkah. “There are indeed among the people of earlier revelations some who believe
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in God and in what has been bestowed from on high upon you and in what has been bestowed
upon them, humbling themselves before God. They do not barter away God’s revelations for a
trifling price. They shall have their reward with their Lord. Swift is God’s reckoning.” (3:
199) “You will certainly find that, of all people, the most hostile to those who believe are the
Jews, and those who associate partners with God; and you will certainly find that the nearest
of them in affection to the believers are those who say, ‘We are Christians.” This is so because
there are priests and monks among them and because they are not given to arrogance. When
they listen to what has been revealed to God’s Messenger, you see their eyes overflow with
tears because of the Truth they recognize. They say: ‘Our Lord, we do believe; so enrol us
among those who bear witness to the truth. How could we fail to believe in God and the truth
that has come to us when we dearly hope that our Lord will admit us among the righteous?’
And for this their prayer God will reward them with gardens through which running waters
flow, where they will abide. Such is the reward of those who do good.” (5: 82-85)

Denying a Known Truth

However, the attitude of these individuals was not representative of the attitude of
the majority of the people of earlier revelations in the Arabian Peninsula, particularly
the Jews. Once they felt that Islam represented a threat to them, the Jews in Madinah
launched a wicked campaign against it, using all the methods mentioned in several
places in the Qur’an. Needless to say, they refused to adopt Islam, and denied the
references in their own Scriptures to the Prophet Muhammad (peace be upon him),
and the fact that the Qur'an confirmed what remained with them of their true
revelations. By contrast, those goodly and honest individuals acknowledged all that
openly. The Qur’an records all their denials and points out their deviation and
corruption. However, the Qur’an also includes clear statements of the beliefs of the
people of earlier revelations, such as: “When Jesus came with all evidence of the truth, he
said: I have now come to you with wisdom, and to make clear to you some of that on which
you are at variance. Hence, fear God and pay heed to me. God is indeed my Lord and your
Lord; so worship Him alone: this is a straight way!” But factions from among them began to
hold divergent views. Woe, then, to the evildoers for the suffering [they will endure] on a
painful day!” (43: 63-65) “They broke up their unity, through their own wickedness, only
after knowledge was given to them. And but for a word that had already gone forth from your
Lord, [postponing a decision] until an appointed term, all would have been decided between
them. Those who inherited the Scriptures after them are now in grave doubt.” (42: 14) “It was
said to them: Dwell in this city and eat of its food whatever you may wish, and say: “Lord,
relieve us of our burden,” and enter the gate in humility. We will forgive you your sins, and
We will richly reward those who do good. ‘But the wrongdoers among them substituted other
words for those which they had been given. Therefore We let loose against them a scourge
from heaven in requital for their wrongdoing. Ask them about the town which stood by the
sea: how its people profaned the Sabbath. Each Sabbath their fish appeared before them
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breaking the water’s surface, but they would not come near them on other than Sabbath days.
Thus did We try them because of their disobedience.” (7: 161-163) “Then your Lord declared
that He would most certainly raise against them people who would cruelly oppress them till
the Day of Resurrection. Your Lord is swift indeed in His retribution, yet He is certainly
Much forgiving, Merciful.” (7: 167) “They were succeeded by generations who inherited the
Book. Yet these are keen to enjoy the fleeting pleasures of this lower world and say, ‘We shall
be forgiven.” Should some similar pleasures come their way, they would certainly be keen to
indulge them. Have they not solemnly pledged through their Scriptures to say nothing but the
truth about God? And have they not studied well what is in [the Scriptures]? Surely the life
in the hereafter is better for all who are God-fearing. Will you not use your reason?” (7: 169)

The Qur’anic sirahs revealed in Madinah provide the final word about the people
of earlier revelations and their attitudes. The Qur’an describes in detail the wicked
tactics and the spiteful methods they employ in their campaign against Islam.
Examples of these are found in long passages of Surahs 2-5 and elsewhere in the
Qur’an. In this siirah the final verdict on them is given. Here are only a few examples
of what the Qur’an says about them:

Do you hope that they will accept your message when some of them would listen to the
word of God then, having understood it, knowingly distort it? When they meet the
believers, they say, ‘We believe,” but when they find themselves alone, they say to one
another, Need you inform them that which God has disclosed to you? They will only
use it in argument against you before your Lord? Will you not use your reason?’ Do
they not know that God is well aware of all that they conceal and all that they reveal?
There are among them illiterate people who have no real knowledge of the Scriptures,
entertaining only wishful beliefs and conjecture. Woe, then, to those who write down,
with their own hands, [something which they claim to be of] the Scriptures, and then
say, ‘This is from God’, in order to get for it a trifling price. Woe to them for what
their hands have written and woe to them for what they earn. (2: 75-79)

We gave Moses the Book and caused a succession of messengers to follow him. To
Jesus, son of Mary, We gave clear proofs and supported him with the Holy Spirit.
Why is it that every time a messenger comes to you with a message that does not suit
your fancies, you glory in your arrogance, charging some (messengers) with lying and
slaying others? They say, ‘Our hearts are sealed. ‘No! God has cursed them for their
disbelief. They have but little faith. And now that a Book confirming their own has
come to them from God, and they had repeatedly forecast its coming to the unbelievers,
they have denied what they know to be the truth. God’s curse be upon the unbelievers!
Vile is that for which they have bartered their souls, because they have denied what
God has revealed, grudging that He should, by His grace, send down His revelations
to whom He chooses from among His servants. Thus they have incurred God’s wrath
over and over again. Ignominious suffering is in store for the unbelievers. When it is
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said to them, ‘Believe in what God has revealed,” they say, ‘We believe in what has
been revealed to us.” They deny everything else, although it is the truth, corroborating
the revelations they have. Say, ‘Why, then, did you in the past kill God’s prophets, if
you were true believers?” (2: §7-91)

Say: People of earlier revelations, why do you disbelieve in God’s revelations, when
God Himself is witness to all that you do?” Say: ‘People of earlier revelations, why do
you try to turn those who have come to believe away from the path of God, seeking to
make it appear crooked, when you yourselves bear witness [to its being straight]? God
is not unaware of what you do. (3: 98-99)

Are you not aware of those who, having been granted a share of Divine revelations,
now believe in falsehood and arrogant deviation [from Divine faith], and they say to
the unbelievers that they are better guided than the believers. These are the ones whom
God has rejected; anyone whom God rejects shall find none to succour him. (4: 51-52)

Unbelievers indeed are those who say: ‘God is the Christ, son of Mary’ The Christ
himself said: Children of Israel, worship God, my Lord and your Lord. Whoever
associates partners with God, God shall forbid him entrance into Paradise and his
abode will be the Fire. Wrongdoers will have no helpers. Unbelievers indeed are those
who say: ‘God is the third of a trinity” Of certain, there is no god save the One God.
Unless they desist from so saying, grievous suffering will surely befall those of them
who are unbelievers. Will they not, then, turn to God in repentance and seek His
forgiveness? God is Much-Forgiving, Merciful. The Christ, son of Mary, was but a
Messenger: other messengers have passed away before him. His mother was a saintly
woman. They both ate food [like other human beings]. Behold how clear We make
[Our] revelations to them and behold how perverted they are. (5: 72-75)

A review of these texts and many similar ones in the Qur’an is sufficient to show
that these latest revelations maintain the same view concerning the deviation of the
people of earlier revelations from the true divine faith. Their description in this sirah
as deviant, transgressors, unbelievers and idolaters is by no means a new
development. We also note that the Qur’an continues to praise those of them who
accept God’s guidance and follow it. Thus we find statements like: “Yet among the folk
of Moses there are some who guide [others] by means of the truth and act justly in its light.”
(7: 159) “Among the people of earlier revelations there is many a one who, if you trust him
with a treasure, will return it to you intact; and there is among them many a one who, if you
trust him with a small gold coin, will not return it to you, unless you keep standing over him.
For they say: ‘We have no obligation to keep faith with Gentiles.” Thus they deliberately say of
God what they know to be a lie.” (3: 75) “Ignominy shall be pitched over them wherever they
may be, save when they have a bond with God and a bond with men. They have incurred the
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wrath of God and humiliation shall overshadow them. That is because they persisted in
denying God’s revelations and killing the Prophets against all right. That is because they
persisted in their disobedience and transgression. They are not all alike. Of the people of
earlier revelations there are some upright people who recite the revelations of God in the depth
of night, and prostrate themselves in worship. They believe in God and the Last Day and
enjoin the doing of what is right and forbid what is wrong and vie with one another in doing
good works. These belong to the righteous. Whatever good they do, they shall never be denied
its reward. God knows those who fear Him.” (3: 112-115)

The modifications which were introduced concerned the rules on how to deal with
the people of earlier revelations. The changes occurred stage after stage, as events
took place, and in line with the practical Islamic approach to other people and their
behaviour towards Muslims.

There was a time when Muslims were given instructions like: “Do not argue with
the people of earlier revelations except in a most kindly manner — unless it be such of them as
are bent on evildoing. And say: ‘We believe in that which has been bestowed on us from on
high, as well as that which has been bestowed upon you. For our God and your God is one and
the same, and it is to Him that We all submit ourselves.”” (29: 46) “Say [all of you], ‘We
believe in God and in what has been revealed to us, and in what was revealed to Abraham,
Ishmael, Isaac, Jacob and their descendants, and in what was given to Moses and Jesus, and in
what all prophets have been given by their Lord. We make no distinction between any of them,
and to God we have surrendered ourselves.” If they come to believe in the way you believe,
they will be rightly guided; but if they turn away, they will be in schism, but God will protect
you from them; He hears all and knows all.” (2: 136-137) “Say: ‘People of earlier revelations.
Let us come to an agreement which is equitable between you and us: that we shall worship
none but God, that we shall associate no partners with Him, and that we shall not take one
another for lords beside God.” And if they turn away, then say: Bear witness that we have
surrendered ourselves to God.”” (3: 64) “Many among the people of earlier revelations would
love to lead you back to unbelief now that you have embraced the faith. This they do out of
deep-seated envy, after the truth has become manifest to them; so forgive and forbear until
God makes known His decree. Indeed, God has power over all things.” (2: 109)

And then God issued His decree to the believers: events took place, rulings were
modified and the practical Islamic method of action followed its course leading to the
final rulings we have in this siirah. Nothing was modified in the way Islam views the
deviant beliefs of the people of earlier revelations, their disbelief and association of
partners with God. What were modified were the rules regulating dealings with
them. These are governed by the principles we have outlined at the beginning of this
Overview: this last amendment cannot be clearly understood unless we are fully
aware of the nature of the inevitable relations between the divine system and other
systems opposed to it, and we understand the nature of the Islamic method of action,
with its progressive stages and the different means it employs to face up to the
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changing situation in human life.

Clarity of Attitudes

We will now discuss the nature of relations between the Muslim community and
the followers of earlier religions, putting it in both its substantial and historical
contexts. These were the major elements in defining the final rulings governing these
relations.

In order to form a clear and accurate idea of the nature of such relations, it is
important first to study what God states concerning these relations in His Book
which is the absolutely true word that admits no error or falsehood. Such statements
are free of errors resulting from human bias and faults of reasoning and deduction.
Then we have to look at the events and attitudes which confirm these statements.

The nature of the attitude of the people of the earlier revelations towards the
Muslims is stated several times in the Qur’an. On certain occasions, God speaks of
them alone, while on others, He groups them with the unbelievers, since the two
groups are united in their attitudes towards Islam and the Muslim community. At
times, the Qur’an speaks of certain positions they have taken which expose their
alliance against Islam. The statements themselves are too clear and decisive to
require any comment: ‘Neither the unbelievers among the people of earlier revelations nor
the idolaters would like to see any blessing ever bestowed upon you by your Lord.” (2: 105)
“Many among the people of earlier revelations would love to lead you back to unbelief now
that you have embraced the faith. This they do out of deep-seated envy, after the truth has
become manifest to them.” (2: 109) “Never will the Jews nor yet the Christians be pleased
with you unless you follow their faith.” (2: 120) “A party of the people of earlier revelations
would love to lead you astray.” (3: 69) “A party of the people of earlier revelations say [to one
another]: ‘Declare at the beginning of the day that you believe in what has been revealed to the
believers, and then deny it at the end of the day, so that they may go back on their faith. But
do not really trust anyone who does not follow your own faith.” (3: 72-73) “Believers, if you
pay heed to some of those who have been given revelations, they will cause you to renounce
the truth after you have accepted the faith.” (3: 100) “Are you not aware of those who, having
been granted a share of divine revelations, now barter it away for error, and want you too to
lose your way? But God knows best who are your enemies.” (4: 44-45) “Are you not aware of
those who, having been granted a share of divine revelations, now believe in falsehood and
arrogant deviation [from divine faith], and they say to the unbelievers that they are better
quided than the believers.” (4: 51)

These examples are sufficient to make the attitude of the people of earlier
revelations towards the believers absolutely clear. They would dearly love the
believers to sink back into disbelief, although they know them to be following the
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truth. Their only motive is selfishness. They define their final and irrevocable attitude
towards the believers in terms of insistence that they must become Jews or
Christians. They will not enter into true peace with them unless the believers do so
and thus abandon their faith altogether. They go further than this and testify to the
idolaters that their idolatry is better guided than Islam.

To determine the ultimate objectives of their attitudes towards Islam and the
Muslims, we may recall the following statements God has revealed in the Qur’an:
“They shall not cease to fight you until they force you to renounce your faith, if they can.” (2:
217) “The unbelievers would love to see you oblivious of your weapons and your equipment,
so that they might swoop on you with one assault.” (4: 102) “If they could overcome you, they
would surely remain your enemies, and would stretch forth their hands and their tongues
against you with evil intent. They dearly desire that you should disbelieve.” (60: 2) “Should
they prevail over you, they will respect neither agreement made with you, nor obligation of
honour towards you.” (Verse 8) “They respect neither agreement nor obligation of honour
with regard to any believer” (Verse 10)

When we review God’s statements, we find that the unbelievers’ ultimate
objectives towards the believers are identical to the objectives of those who are
described as the people of earlier revelations. Indeed both sets of statements are
expressed in more or less the same words. This shows that the nature of the attitudes
of both groups is exactly the same.

The Qur’anic statements concerning both groups are expressed as if they are
stating established facts. God says about the unbelievers: “They shall not cease to fight
you until they force you to renounce your faith, if they can.” (2: 217) He also says about
the people of earlier revelations: “Never will the Jews nor yet the Christians be pleased
with you unless you follow their faith.” (2: 120) This method of expression suggests that
these are definitive statements describing permanent attitudes not individual or
temporary cases.

When we cast a quick glance at the history of these relations, on the basis of the
attitudes adopted by the Jews and the Christians towards Islam and the Muslims in
all periods of history, we will appreciate the full import of these true statements by
God Himself. We also realize that such hostile attitudes are the rule, not the
exception.

There have certainly been some exceptions. Indeed the Qur’an reports, and
historical facts speak of, the cases of certain individuals or small communities who
have been friendly to the Muslims, and who made it clear that they believed in the
truth preached by the Prophet Muhammad, and in his message. They eventually
adopted Islam. However, beyond these instances, we find nothing but a long history
of determined hostility to, and wicked scheming against, this faith of Islam which
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have continued unabated ever since God vouchsafed His message to His final
Messenger, the Prophet Muhammad (peace be upon him).

Jewish Attitudes towards Islam

Several surahs in the Qur’an refer to the Jews’ hostility towards Islam which
manifested itself in wicked scheming and conspiracies aiming to undermine the
Muslim community. Indeed this hostility has always been manifest, ever since their
first confrontation with Islam in Madinah up to the present moment. It is beyond the
scope of this commentary to provide a full account of such a hostile history, but we
will make only a few brief references to episodes of the unabating war the Jews have
launched against Islam.

When the Prophet migrated to Madinah, the Jews there gave him the worst
reception that could have been given by the followers of a divine message to a
Messenger of God whom they knew to be honest and conveying a true message.
They invented lies and raised doubts among the followers of the new faith, resorting
to the most devious means to spread these fabrications. They expressed doubts about
the Prophet himself when they were certain of his honesty and true position. They
allied themselves with the hypocrite Arabs and taught them how to make false
accusations and spread them around. They manipulated every possible event, such
as the change in direction when Muslims offer their prayers and the false accusations
levelled against the Prophet’s wife, as well as numerous other instances. Several
comments in the Qur'an, in Surahs 2, 3, 4, 5, 9, 33 and 59, refer directly to such
incidents. Here are some examples:

And now that a Book confirming their own has come to them from God, and they had
repeatedly forecast its coming to the unbelievers, they have denied what they know to
be the truth. God’s curse be upon the unbelievers! Vile is that for which they have
bartered their souls, because they have denied what God has revealed, grudging that
He should, by His grace, send down His revelations to whom He chooses from among
His servants. Thus they have incurred God’s wrath over and over again. Ignominious
suffering is in store for the unbelievers. (2: 89-90)

Now that a Messenger from God has come to them, confirming what is already in
their possession, some of those who had been given the Scriptures cast God’s Book
behind their backs as though they know nothing. (2: 101)

The weak-minded among people will say, ‘What has turned them away from the
direction of prayer which they have so far observed?” Say, “To God belong the east and
the west. He guides whomever He wills to a straight path.” (2: 142)
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People of earlier revelations! Why do you disbelieve in God’s revelations when you
yourselves bear witness [to their truth’? People of earlier revelations! Why do you
cloak the truth with falsehood, and knowingly conceal the truth? A party of the people
of earlier revelations say [to one another]: ‘Declare at the beginning of the day, that
you believe in what has been revealed to the believers, and then deny it at the end of
the day, so that they might go back on their faith.” (3: 70-72)

There are some among them who twist their tongues when quoting the Scriptures, so
that you may think that [what they say] is from the Scriptures, when it is not from the
Scriptures. They say: ‘It is from God,” when it is not from God. Thus, they deliberately
say of God what they know to be a lie. (3: 78)

Say: ‘People of earlier revelations, why do you disbelieve in God'’s revelations, when
God Himself is witness to all that you do?” Say: ‘People of earlier revelations, why do
you try to turn those who have come to believe away from the path of God, seeking to
make it appear crooked, when you yourselves bear witness [to its being straight’? God
is not unaware of what you do.” (3: 98-99)

The people of earlier revelations ask you to have a book sent down to them from
heaven. They asked Moses for something even greater than that, when they said: Make
us see God with our own eyes.” The thunderbolt smote them for this their wrongdoing.
After that, they took to worshipping the calf even after clear evidence of the truth had
come to them. (4: 153)

They want to extinguish God’s light with their mouths, but God will not allow
anything but to bring His light to perfection, however hateful this may be to the
unbelievers. (Verse 32)

History witnessed repeated violations by the Jews of their treaties with the
Muslim state in Madinah, as also their scheming against the Muslims. These
violations led to the encounters with the Jewish tribes of Qaynuqga’, al-Nadir and
Qurayzah and also the Battle of Khaybar. Their efforts to bring together all the forces
hostile to Islam in an unholy alliance, with the aim of exterminating Islam altogether,
are well known.

They have continued to scheme against Islam and the Muslim community ever
since. They were instrumental in the chaotic events that led to the assassination of the
third rightly-guided Caliph, "Uthman ibn Affan, and to the emergence of division in
the Muslim community. They were the main culprits in the conflict that took place
between “Ali and Mu awiyah. They led the way in the fabrication of false statements
attributed to the Prophet, historical reports and baseless interpretations of Qur’anic
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statements. They also paved the way to the victory of the Tartars and their conquest
of Baghdad and the fall of the Islamic Caliphate.

In modern history, the Jews have been behind every calamity that has befallen the
Muslim communities everywhere. They give active support to every attempt to crush
the modern Islamic revival and extend their protection to every regime that
suppresses such a revival.

History Tells its Tale

The other people of earlier revelations, the Christians, have been no less hostile.
Enmity between the Byzantines and the Persians went back for centuries.
Nevertheless, as soon as the Church felt that Islam, the new faith, represented a
threat to its concocted version of Christianity, which was no more than a collection of
ancient pagan legends, misguided inventions and a handful of statements from the
Prophet Jesus, both camps buried all their past enmity and age-old hatred to confront
the new faith together.

The Byzantines, and their puppet Arab regime of Ghassan, started to raise forces
to fight the new faith. They killed the Prophet’s messenger, when messengers were
traditionally given full protection. When the Prophet sent a force of 3,000 men to stop
the provocation, they were confronted by an army that included, according to
historical reports, 100,000 of the Byzantines and a similar force of Christian Arabs
under their rule. This was the Battle of Mu'tah, which took place in year 8 H,
corresponding to 630 CE, and in which three Muslim commanders, Zayd ibn
Harithah, Ja'far ibn Abi Talib and “Abdullah ibn Rawéﬁah, fell as martyrs.

Then the expedition to Tabik, which is the major subject of discussion in this
surah, took place, followed by the march of the army commanded by Usamah ibn
Zayd. This was prepared by the Prophet and dispatched by his successor, Abt Bakr,
in a demonstration of power to confront the Byzantine forces being mobilized to
suppress the voice of Islam. Then the Muslims achieved a great victory in the Battle
of Yarmuk against the Byzantines. This ushered in the liberation of wide areas of
Syria, Egypt, North Africa and the Mediterranean from Byzantine colonialism, and
the consolidation of an Islamic base in Andalusia. From then on the hostility of the
Crusaders to Islam was in full swing.

Everybody has heard of the campaigns known as the Crusades, but these were not
the only ones launched by the Church against Islam. Indeed there were much earlier
campaigns, which started when the Byzantines patched up their long hostility with
the Persians to lend them a helping hand against Islam in the southern areas of
Arabia. The Battle of Mu’tah was another early confrontation, but there were more
battles to come after the great victory achieved by the Muslims in Yarmuk. This
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hostility was at its most brutal when Europe, motivated by Crusader zeal, swept over
the Islamic base in Spain and committed atrocities without parallel in history. The
same sort of hatred and unscrupulous brutality were demonstrated during the
Crusades that showed no respect for any value or pledge of honour.

Gustav Le Bon, a French Christian author who wrote a book speaking favourably
of the Arab Civilization refers to the compassionate treatment Muslims extended to
their enemies. He states that during the Crusades, the first thing Richardo did was
that he killed at the Muslim camp 3,000 prisoners who had surrendered to him after
he had given them his pledges of honour to spare them. He then ran riot with his
soldiers killing and looting. This angered Saladin who had extended noble and
compassionate treatment to the Christians in Jerusalem, and went as far as sending
medicines, drinks and provisions to Philip and Richard, the Lion-Heart when they
were ill.

Another Christian writer also quoted in Arabic sources reflects that the Crusaders
made the worst start to their march to Jerusalem. A group of Christian pilgrims went
about killing those whom they found in the palaces that fell to them. They
demonstrated their brutality by opening their victims” stomachs to look for any gold
articles they might have swallowed. In contrast, when Saladin conquered Jerusalem,
he granted security to the Crusaders, and fulfilled all his pledges to them. The
Muslims showed their beaten enemies unparalleled magnanimity. King al-"Adil,
Saladin’s brother, set 1,000 prisoners free, and ensured the safety of all the
Armenians. He allowed the Patriarch to hold and carry the Cross and all church
ornaments. The Queen and the princesses were also allowed to visit their husbands.

A proper examination of the long line of Christian hostility to Islam over the
centuries is beyond the scope of this commentary. We will only say, however, that
this hostility has never ended. We need only recall what happened recently in
Zanzibar, when an extermination campaign was launched against the Muslims there.
About 12,000 were killed and the remaining 4,000 Muslims were put to sea to go into
exile. We may also recall the brutality witnessed in Cyprus where neither food nor
drink was allowed to reach the Muslim areas, with the aim of starving the Island’s
Muslim inhabitants to death. We only need to remember the atrocities committed by
Ethiopia in Eritrea and other Muslim areas, and the persecution of about 100,000
Muslims of Somali origin in Kenya, only because they wanted to join their people in
Somalia. Indeed we need go no further than what the Christian missionaries have
been trying to do in the south of the Sudan.?

*? The author is referring here to events that took place in the early 1960s in these different places. For
example, a coup took place in Zanzibar against its Muslim rulers, encouraged by the government of
Tanganyika, and shortly afterwards the Island of Zanzibar joined its African mainland neighbour to
form Tanzania. In Cyprus, persecution of the Muslim minority continued after the Island's
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To describe the Christians” hostile view of Islam we may quote the following
paragraph by a European author, George Brown, writing in 1944:23

We used to be warned against dangers posed by different nations, but
experience has shown that there is no cause for worry. We were warned
against the Jewish threat and the threat of the yellow races and the Bolshevik
threat. But none of these warnings has come true. We have found the Jews to
be very good friends, which means that anyone who persecutes them is our
enemy. We have also found out that the Bolsheviks are our allies. The yellow
races are being taken care of by powerful democracies. The only real threat is
that of Islam because of its dynamism and ability to spread and attract new
followers. It is the only real obstacle that stands up to Western imperialism.

We cannot go much further than this to review the various aspects of the
determined war that continues to be launched by Christianity against Islam. We have
referred on various occasions to the nature of this age-long war and its various
aspects. The preceding remarks should be sufficient and further details may be
sought elsewhere.

Let us now recall that, on the one hand, Islam represents a general declaration for
the liberation of mankind and that, on the other, the camp of jahiliyyah the world over
seeks to crush any implementation of this declaration. With this in mind, we realize
that the final rulings contained in this sirah on the relationship between Islam and
other camps are the cumulative and natural reaction to all these facts. They are not
limited to a particular period or a special case. At the same time, the earlier
provisional rulings are partially abrogated, in the sense that they can be
implemented in situations and conditions similar to those which prevailed at the
time of their revelation. It is in the nature of Islam that real situations are faced with
attitudes and actions that are suited to them.

These final rulings, as they are stated in this surah, deal with a specific situation
that obtained in Arabia, and serve, in a sense, as a legislative prelude to the Tabtk
campaign, the central issue of the surah, which sought to confront the Byzantine
mobilization close to the Arabian borders. But the attitude of the people of earlier
revelations and their hostility to Islam and the Muslim community were not the
result of any particular historical event, or limited to any stage. That is a permanent
reality. They will continue to be at war with Islam until the Muslims have abandoned
their faith altogether. This hostility and the war it launches will continue to be fed by
all possible means. Hence, the rulings outlined in this surah remain in full effect,

independence. In Sudan, a very large contingent of Christian missionaries were encouraging civil
strife, which forced the government of General Abboud to expel 300 missionaries. — Editor's note.
* As quoted by Mustafa Khalidi and “Umar Farrtakh in Al-Tabshir wal-Isti‘mar fi al-Bilad al-"Arabiyyah.
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unlimited to a particular period of history. However, implementation of rulings must
come within the framework of putting into effect the proactive Islamic approach.
People must study this approach fully before they start to talk about the rulings
themselves and before those latter-day Muslims, who know nothing about Islam
except its name, blame Islam for their weakness and subjugation.

Legal Islamic rulings have always been, and will continue to be, the result of
action taken in accordance with the Islamic method and approach. There is a great
deal of difference between looking at Qur’anic statements as theoretical models and
looking at them within the context of action taken according to the Islamic approach.
This last qualification, “according to the Islamic approach’, is extremely important.
We are not talking here about any action, in which any situation is acceptable as a
basis. Any human situation will become an important factor if it results from the
implementation of Islam.

If we keep this rule in mind, we can see the final rulings determining
the relationship between the people of earlier revelations and the Muslim
community. We will now look more closely at the verses included in the present
passage.

A Fight Until Submission

Fight against those who — despite having been given Scriptures — do not truly
believe in God and the Last Day, and do not treat as forbidden that which God and His
Messenger have forbidden, and do not follow the religion of truth, till they [agree to]
pay the submission tax with a willing hand, after they have been humbled. (Verse 29)

This verse and the ones that follow were meant to prepare the Muslims for their
expedition to Tabtk and the confrontation with the Byzantines and their puppet
regime of Christian Arabs, known as the Ghassanid. This suggests that the
descriptions we have here were true of the people on the other side of the
confrontation. They simply show the reality of those people. These descriptions are
not mentioned here as conditions for fighting the people of earlier revelations, but as
qualities inherent in their distorted beliefs and the actual reality of those people.
Hence they provide the justification for fighting them. The ruling also applies to all
those who share the same beliefs and characteristics.

This verse specifies three such characteristics. (1) They do not believe in God and
the Last Day; (2) they do not treat as forbidden what God has forbidden; and (3) they
do not believe in the religion of truth. The verses that follow show how these
characteristics apply to them.
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Firstly, the Jews claim that Ezra is the son of God, and the Christians assert that
Christ is His son. These claims echo similar ones made by the pagans of former
times. Hence, they are to be treated on the same basis as people who do not believe
in God and the Last Day.

Secondly, they treat their rabbis and their monks, as well as Jesus Christ, as their
Lords, in place of God. This is in total conflict with the principles of the faith of truth
which is based on total submission to God alone, who has no partners. As they make
such claims they demonstrate that they are idolaters who do not follow the true faith.

Thirdly, they try to put out the light of God’s guidance with their mouths. In other
words, they are at war with the divine faith. No one is ever at war with the divine
faith if he truly believes in God.

Fourthly, many of their monks and rabbis devour people’s property without any
justification. They do so knowing that their claims to such property are false. Hence
they do not treat as forbidden what God and His Messenger have made forbidden,
whether we take this statement as referring to the Messenger sent to them or to the
Prophet Muhammad.

All these characteristics were true of the Christians in Syria and the Byzantines, as
well as other Christians ever since Church Synods distorted the faith preached by
Jesus Christ and claimed that he was the son of God and invented the concept of the
Trinity, the conflict between the different sects and churches over the concept of
Trinity notwithstanding.

What we have here then is a general order stating a universal rule that applies to
all those among the people of earlier revelations who share the same characteristics
as the Christians of Syria and Byzantium. This general application is not restricted by
the exceptions the Prophet made with regard to how Muslims behave in war towards
women, children, the elderly, or monks who stay in places of worship, on account of
the fact that these are not fighters. Islam indeed does not allow attacks against such
non-fighters whatever their religion may be.

These exceptions were not made by the Prophet because such groups did not
launch an aggression, but rather because they do not normally launch any aggression
at all. Therefore it is not right to try to interpret this exception as restricting the
general order by saying that it applies only to aggressors, as done by those who
adopt an apologetic attitude in trying to defend Islam. Aggression has been
committed in the first place, against God’s Lordship of the universe and against
human beings who are forced to submit to deities other than God. As Islam tries to
defend God’s Lordship and human dignity, ignorance will try to stop it by
aggression and war. This is the reality we have to realize.

This Qur’anic verse commands the Muslims to fight against those among the
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people of earlier revelations who “do not believe in God and the Last Day.” A person
who claims that Ezra or Jesus is the son of God cannot be described as a believer in
God. The same applies to a person who says that the Christ is the Lord, or that God is
one of a Trinity, or that He manifested Himself in Jesus. It further applies to all
concepts formulated by the Synods, diverse as these concepts are.

Nor can we describe as believers in God and the Last Day those who say that they
will suffer God’s punishment only for a few days no matter what sins they may
commit because God loves them as His sons and daughters, or because they are
God’s chosen people. The same applies to those who claim that all sins are forgiven
through a holy communion with Jesus Christ, which is the only way to achieve
forgiveness. Neither of these two groups can be described as believers in God or in
the Last Day.

This verse also describes the people of earlier revelations as ones who do not treat
as forbidden what God and His Messenger have made forbidden. Whether the term
"His Messenger’ refers to the Messenger whom God sent to them in particular or to
the Prophet Muhammad, the import is the same. The following verses explain this by
saying that they devour other people’s property by false claims, an action which has
been forbidden in all divine messages and by all God’s messengers. Some of the
clearest examples of this are usurious transactions, the sale of bonds of forgiveness
by the Church, opposition to the divine faith with brutal force as well as trying to
turn believers away from their faith. Another clear example is forcing people to
submit to beings other than God, and forcing them to implement laws other than
those revealed by God. All these examples are covered by the description: “who do
not treat as forbidden what God and His Messenger have forbidden.” All this applies today
to the people of earlier revelations as was applicable to them when this verse was
revealed.

The Qur’anic verse also describes them as not following “the religion of truth.
This is clear from what we have already said. It is not part of the religion of truth to
believe in the Lordship of anyone other than God, or to apply a law different from
God’s law, or to accept legislation enacted by any authority other than God, or to
submit to anyone other than Him. All these qualities are today true of the people of
earlier revelations, as it was true of them then.

When Scriptures are Ignored

The condition which the Qur’anic verse lays down for not fighting them is not that
they should accept Islam. No. There is simply no compulsion in matters of faith, and
no one is forced to accept Islam at any time. The condition is simply that they should
pay the tribute, or the submission tax, with a willing hand and that they be utterly
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subdued. What is the purpose of this condition, and why is it the end at which all
tighting must stop?

The answer is found in the fact that with such characteristics, the people of earlier
revelations place themselves at war with the divine faith, both in belief and in
practical terms. They are also at war with Islamic society because of the inherent
conflict between the codes of living derived from the divine faith on the one hand
and ignorance, or jahiliyyah, on the other. As described in these verses, the people of
earlier revelations belong to jahiliyyah in both beliefs and practices. History also
proves the nature of conflict, and the impossibility of coexistence between the two
codes. The people of earlier revelations were determined in their opposition to the
Islamic faith in the period preceding the revelation of this verse, and in the period
following it, up to the present day.

As the only religion of truth that exists on earth today, Islam takes appropriate
action to remove all physical and material obstacles that try to impede its efforts to
liberate mankind from submission to anyone other than God. That submission is
translated in following the religion of truth, provided that every human being is
given free choice. There must be no pressure either from the religion itself or from
those forces putting up the physical obstacles.

The practical way to ensure the removal of those physical obstacles while not
forcing anyone to adopt Islam is to smash the power of those authorities based on
false beliefs until they declare their submission and demonstrate this by paying the
submission tax. When this happens, the process of liberating mankind is completed
by giving every individual the freedom of choice based on conviction. Anyone who
is not convinced may continue to follow his faith. However, he has to pay the
submission tax to fulfil a number of objectives:

Firstly, by paying this tax, known as jizyah, he declares that he will not stand in
physical opposition to the efforts advocating the true Divine faith. Secondly, he
contributes to the defence expenses for himself, his property, honour and family.
Islam guarantees such protection for those who pay the jizyah to place themselves
under Islamic protection. To ensure this, Islam defends those under its protection
against all internal and external enemies with its own soldiers. Thirdly, he
contributes to the treasury of the Muslim state which guarantees a decent standard of
living for all those who are unable to work, including those who pay the submission
tax, without any distinction between them and those Muslims who pay zakat. We do
not here want to enter into polemics on who should pay the submission tax and who
are exempt from it, and how much each one or each category should pay, and the
methods of imposing this tax and its collection. The whole question is not under
discussion today as it was at the time when Muslim scholars gave their different
rulings on these matters on the basis of scholarly discretion, or ijtihad. So today this
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question is considered historic rather than practical. Nowadays Muslims do not
engage in jihad, because there is practically no Muslim community in the real sense of
the term. Indeed the issue to be discussed is that of the existence of Islam and
Muslims.

As we have said on several occasions, Islam takes a very serious approach which
refuses to enter into any discussion of hypothetical matters. It is simply against the
nature of this approach to engage in academic discussion on matters that have no
practical relevance, since there is no single Islamic society that conducts all its affairs
in accordance with God’s law. Indeed Islam has little time for people who occupy
themselves with issues that are far removed from the realities of the present day.
Such people are given a funny Arabic nickname which means “the hypothesists’,
because they are always putting forward hypotheses and trying to find answers to
them.

The starting point today is the same as it was in the early days of Islam. There
must be a group of people, living in a certain area, who believe in the religion of
truth and declare that they believe in God’s oneness and in Muhammad as God'’s
Messenger. They also believe that all sovereignty belongs to God, which means that
He alone has the authority to legislate. They implement all this in their lives and
move on to implement Islam’s general declaration to liberate mankind. Only when
this happens will there be a chance to implement Islamic rules governing the
relations between the Muslim community and other societies and communities. At
that time it is possible to enter such discussions about the rules that are applicable to
situations that the Muslim community face in practice.

We have only discussed this verse in principle because it relates to a question of
faith and to the nature of the Islamic approach. We limit our discussion to this aspect,
without entering into the legal differences out of respect for the Islamic approach
which is always serious, practical and realistic.

A Claim Only Unbelievers Make

As we have seen, God issued His order to the Muslims to fight the people of
earlier revelations, i.e. the Jews and the Christians, “till they pay the submission tax with
a willing hand, after they have been humbled.” (Verse 29) When this order was given
certain circumstances, discussed in the Prologue to this siurah, affected the Muslim
community in Madinah at that time. These circumstances required that this order
should be reiterated and emphasized. Its reasons needed to be clarified. The
uneasiness felt by some Muslims about its purpose required reassurance. To obey
this order meant opposing the Byzantines in southern Syria. Before the advent of
Islam, the Arabs held the Byzantines in awe, particularly because they held control
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over the north of Arabia for a long time. Some Arab tribes collaborated with them,
and they had a puppet state where the Ghassan tribe assumed power.

This was not the first encounter the Muslims had with the Byzantines. With Islam,
God gave the Arabs a sense of dignity which enabled them to stand up to both the
Persians and the Byzantines. Formerly, all the bravery they demonstrated was in
internal conflict and the looting raids they launched against one another, tribe
against tribe. Yet there was still a lingering fear of the Byzantines, particularly among
those who had not yet acquired the true Islamic attitude. Moreover, the last major
encounter with the Byzantines had not gone in favour of the Muslims. In that battle,
the Byzantines and their Arab stooges marshalled large forces which some reports
put at no less than 200,000 men.

All these circumstances, whether relating to the structure of the Muslim
community at the time, or to the old fear of the Byzantines, or to the expedition itself
which was termed ‘the expedition of hardship,” and also the feeling that the
Byzantines and the Christian Arabs allied with them followed earlier Scriptures
required further clarification and more categorical statements to show that the fight
against them was inevitable. All doubts had to be removed and unease needed to be
countered with reassurance by explaining the reasons for that inescapable
eventuality.

In this verse, the Qur'an makes it clear why those people of earlier revelations
were following deviant beliefs which echoed those of the Arab idolaters, Roman
idolaters of old as also other nations and communities. They had not maintained the
right faith which was outlined in their Scriptures. Hence they could not be
considered as followers of any divine message, since they held beliefs contrary to all
messages revealed by God. What is worth noting is the mention of the Jews and their
assertion that Ezra was the son of God when these verses are meant to prepare the
Muslims for a confrontation with the Byzantines and their Arab Christian allies. Most
probably there are two reasons for this:

The first relates to the fact that these verses are given as a general statement, and
the order to fight the people of earlier revelations until they pay the submission tax
with a willing hand and are subdued is also of general import. In view of this it is
necessary to outline the ideological basis of this general order that applies to both
Christians and Jews.

The second reason is that the Jews had to be included in this order because they
were in a position to put up obstacles to impede the Muslim expansion into southern
Syria. They had moved from Madinah to areas close to Syria after a hard fight
against the Muslims which had led to the evacuation of the tribes of Qaynuga" and
al- Nadir.
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The Christian claim that Jesus Christ is the son of God is well known. This has
been their belief ever since Paul distorted the Christian faith. On the other hand, the
claim by the Jews that Ezra was the son of God is not known today. What we find
today in Jewish religious writings about Ezra is a description which shows him as a
skilful scribe of the Torah and that he dedicated himself to the pursuit of knowledge
of the Lord’s law. Nevertheless, the fact that the Qur’an attributes to them this
assertion that Ezra was the son of God is irrefutable evidence that at least some of
them, particularly the Jews of Madinah, used to believe so and that this was
commonly accepted among them. The Qur’an faced the Jews and the Christians in an
open and clear way. Had there been anything untrue in what it attributed to them,
they would have found in it a valid argument to support their denial of the truth of
the Prophet’s message.

The late Shaikh Rashid Rida” gives a useful summary about Ezra’s position and
status as viewed by the Jews and adds his own comments. It is useful to quote a few
of these paragraphs here so that we have an insight into what the Jews believe.?*

The Jewish Encyclopaedia (1903 edition) mentions that Ezra marks the
springtime in the national history of Judaism. “The flowers appear on the
earth” refers to Ezra and Nehemiah. Ezra was worthy of being the vehicle of
the Law, had it not been already given through Moses. It was forgotten but
Ezra restored it. But for its sins, Israel in the time of Ezra would have
witnessed miracles as in the time of Joshua... Ezra re-established the text of
the Pentateuch, introducing therein the Assyrian or square characters,
apparently as a polemical measure against the Samaritans. He showed his
doubts concerning the correctness of some words of the text by placing points
over them... the beginnings of the Jewish calendar are traced back to him.

In the Dictionary of the Bible, Dr George Box says that Ezra was a Jewish priest,
a famous scribe who lived for a time in Babylon in the reign of Artaxerxes, of
the long hands. In the seventh year of his reign he permitted Ezra to take a
large number of the Jewish people to Jerusalem around 457 BC. (Ezra p. 7)
The journey took them four months...

“In Jewish tradition, Ezra’s position is comparable to that of Moses and Iliya.
It is said that he founded the large assembly, collected the books of the Holy

* This quotation is translated from Arabic. It contains portions which were originally in English or
other languages. I have tried hard to find the quoted parts in their original language, but I met with
only little success. What also hampered my efforts was the fact that in the early part of the twentieth
century, when Shaikh Rida'was writing, referencing in Arabic writings lacked any standard pattern.
Besides, we often find a quoted text unmarked because it was sufficient that an author mentions the
name of the author he was quoting. Moreover, the spelling of many of the names mentioned could be
easily mistaken. — Editor's note.
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Book, introduced the Chaldean alphabet in place of the old Hebrew alphabet,
and wrote the books of Chronicles, Ezra and Nehemiah of the Old Testament.
The book of Ezra (pp. 4: 8, 6: 19 and 7: 1-27) is written in the Chaldean
language because when the people returned from exile, they could
understand Chaldean better than Hebrew.’

It is widely known to historians, including Jews and Christians, that the
Torah which Moses wrote and kept in or near the casket was lost before the
time of Solomon. When the casket was opened during his reign, there was
nothing in it other than the two tablets containing the ten commandments,?
as seen in the first book of Kings. It was Ezra who, after the end of slavery,
wrote the Torah and other things in Chaldean letters, and the Chaldean
language mixed with whatever was left of the old Hebrew, which the Jews
had largely forgotten. The people of earlier revelations maintain that Ezra
wrote it as it originally was, having been inspired by God. But this is not
accepted by other communities. Many objections are raised which we find at
the appropriate place in specialized books, even those authored by them,
such as Dhakhirat al-Albab for Catholics, written originally in French. The
author devotes Chapters 11 and 12 to objections to the view that the five
books were those of Moses. Concerning this, he says:

‘It is mentioned in the book of Ezra (4: 14.21) that all holy books were burnt
with fire at the time of Nebuchadnezzar, when he said: “The Law is burnt,
and no one knoweth the works that thou hast done,?¢ or what thou art about
to do.”?” It is added that with inspiration by the Holy Spirit, Ezra re-wrote the
five books burnt with fire, and he was assisted by five contemporary scribes.
Therefore, we see St Thertholianus, St Irinaous, St Ironemus, St John the

Golden, St Basilius and others call Ezra “the one who revived Jewish holy
books’28

Shaikh Rashid Rida’ further:

This is sufficient for our purposes. We wish to make it clear that all the people
of earlier revelations are indebted to Ezra with regard to the foundation of
their faith and their holy books. We wish also to show that this foundation is
feeble, relying on weak support. This has been clearly shown by European

** As regards this event, the Qur'an says: "The portent of his kingship is that a casket shall be brought to you,
wherein you shall have peace of reassurance from your Lord, and a legacy left behind by the House of Moses and
the House of Aaron. It will be borne by angels." (2: 248)

26 G.H. Box, The Apocalypse of Ezra, London, 1917, p. 110.

7 We say that what the Qur'an mentions is the truth, and the Qur'an states that a ‘legacy’was left
behind.

* ML.R. Rida', Tafsir al-Mandr, Dar al-Ma'rifah, Beirut, Vol. 10, 1930, pp. 322-324.

102



Al-Tawbah (The Repentance) | RELATIONS WITH OTHER RELIGIONS

freethinking scholars.?® Under his entry in the Encyclopaedia Britannica his
writing of the law — confirmed in the books of Ezra and Nehemiah — is
mentioned. Then the entry says that later reports claim that he did not merely
re-write for them the law that had been burnt, but also all the Hebrew books
which had been lost. He further re-wrote 70 unauthorized books. The writer
of the entry comments that this legend about Ezra has been written by some
historians of their own accord, relying on no other reference. Hence, modern
writers consider it as mere fabrication.

To sum up, the Jews venerated and still venerate Ezra, to the extent that some
of them call him the son of God. We do not know if using this description
was a kind of honouring Ezra, in the same way as Israel, David and others
were honoured, or it was akin to what their philosopher Philo later claimed.
This latter claim is close to Indian philosophy, which is the origin of Christian
beliefs.30 Qur’anic commentators are in agreement that the claim attributed to
the Jews about Ezra being the son of God was made by some Jews, not all of
them.

The Jews who said this were some of those who lived in Madinah. It is the
same as the Qur’anic reference: “The Jews say: ‘God’s hand is shackled!” It is their
own hands that are shackled. Rejected [by God] are they for what they say. Indeed,
both His hands are outstretched. He bestows [His bounty] as He wills.” (5:64) The
same applies to others whom the Qur’an mentions in the following verse:
“God has certainly heard the words of those who said: ‘God is poor, and we are
rich. — (3:181) These people uttered this mouthful in reply to God’s invitation:
“Who is it that will offer up to God a goodly loan, which He will amply repay?”
(57:11) It may be that some earlier ones said the same thing, but it was not
reported to us.

Ibn Ishaq and others report: “Sallam ibn Mishkam, Nu'man ibn Awfa, Aba
Anas, Shas ibn Qays and Malik ibn al-Sayf said to the Prophet: "How can we
follow you when you have abandoned our giblah [i.e. the direction faced in

* Perhaps we should say here that terms like “free-thinking scholars’are used by writers who followed
Shaikh Muhammad “Abduh and his way of thinking. This school was generally influenced by
Western ideas and thoughts that are alien to the Islamic approach. It is this influence that made this
school praise opponents to the Church and those who advocated freedom and democracy as free-
thinking. It also spoke approvingly of the European way of life, saying that we should adopt “what is
good of European ideas and traditions.'This is a very slippery road. It should be said that Lord
Cromer and other colonialists encouraged this trend. The matter requires much more careful
consideration, based on an independent Islamic approach.

* For our part we find no justification for this uncertainty. The Qur'anic statement makes it clear that
the Jewish claim, “Ezra is the son of God,’is the same as the Christian assertion that “Jesus is the son of
God.'Both echo the assertions of the unbelievers of old times, alleging that God has a son. Anyone
who makes such a claim takes himself out of the fold of divine religion and joins the unbelievers and
the idolaters.
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prayer] and you do not accept that Ezra was the son of God.”

It is well known that some Christians who claimed that Jesus was the son of
God were originally Jews. Philo, a Jewish philosopher from Alexandria who
was a contemporary of Jesus, says that God has a son who is His word with
which He creates all things. Hence, it is perfectly possible that some Jews
claimed prior to the advent of Islam that Ezra was the son of God.3!

By quoting this Jewish assertion in this context the Qur’an makes clear that some
of the people of earlier revelations held such distorted beliefs as could not fit with
their being believers in God or their following the religion of truth. These are the
main characteristics which form the basis for the ruling given to the Muslims to fight
them. The purpose of such a fight is not to compel them to be Muslims, but to
subdue them so that they do not stand in opposition to Islam and so that they accept
its authority. Thus individuals would be free of all influences restricting their
freedom to make a choice to believe in God and follow His message.

As we have said, the Christian assertion about Jesus being the son of God is very
widely known. Indeed all Christian churches have been making this assertion ever
since Paul distorted the message of Jesus Christ which, like all divine messages, was
based on God’s oneness. The Church Synods carried the distortion further and
practically killed the concept of God’s oneness.

For a summary of Christians’ beliefs we will similarly quote from Shaikh
Muhammad Rashid Rida’s commentary on the Qur’an, Al-Manar. Under the heading
‘Trinity’, we read:

The Trinity is a term used by Christians to refer to three manifestations of
God. These are the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit. This is part of the
teachings of the Catholic and Eastern Churches, as well as almost all
Protestants. Those who adhere to this concept allege that it is absolutely in
line with the Holy Bible. Scholars of Divinity have written extensively in
interpreting and explaining this concept, based on the teachings of the old
Synods and the writings of the former fathers of the Church. Much of their
writings discuss the way the second manifestation was born and how the
third manifestation came about, and the relationships of the three
manifestations, their distinctive qualities, names and titles. The term,
“Trinity’, is not used in the Bible. No verse of the Old Testament specifically
mentions the Trinity. Yet old Christian writers cite many verses that refer to a
collective presence of God. The point here is that if these verses admit more
than one interpretation, they cannot be cited as clear evidence in support of

3 Muhammad Rashid Rida', op.cit., pp. 326-327.
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the concept of the Trinity. They are used as reference to clear revelations they
believe to be included in the New Testament. Two large sets of verses from
the New Testament are quoted in support of this concept. The first set
consists of verses that mention the Father, Son and Holy Spirit together, and
the second mentions them separately, emphasizing some of their attributes
and the relationship between them.

Dispute about the three persons of the Trinity started at the time of the
Apostles. Most probably it emanated from the ideas of Hellenic philosophers.
Theophilus, the second century Bishop of Antioch, used the Greek word
trinus, while subsequently Tertiliyanus was the first to use its synonym
trinitas, which means three. Much dispute about this concept took place prior
to the Council of Nicea, particularly in the East. The Church branded many
views as heretic. Among these were the views of the Abionians who believed
that Christ was no more than a human being, the Sabilians who believed that
the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit were three different manifestations by
which God shows Himself to people, the Airisis who believed that the Son
was not ever present like the Father; rather, the Father created the Son before
creating the universe. Hence, the Son has a lower status and is subject to the
Father’s will, and the Macedonians deny that the Holy Spirit is a person of
God.

The Church concept was approved by the Council of Nicea in 325 CE, and the
Constantinople Synod in 381. Both ruled that the Son and the Holy Spirit are
equal to the Father in the Trinity, and while the Son was born through the
father before the start of time, the Holy Spirit emanated from Him. The
Toledo Synod of 589 CE also ruled that the Holy Spirit emanated from the
Father. The Latin Church unanimously accepted this addition and held on to
it. As for the Greek Church, it showed little resistance at the beginning, but
later gave its argument against changing the law, considering that as heresy.

The phrase “And also from the Son’ continues to be a barrier preventing the
unity between the Greek and Catholic Churches. The writings of the
followers of Martin Luther and the Reformist churches adopt the same
concept of the Trinity as the Catholic Church. However, beginning with the
thirteenth century, a large number of divinity specialists have opposed this,
as also some new groups such as the Susinians, Germans, Unitarians and the
Universalists, who all consider that concept contrary to the Holy Bible and to
reason. Suweid Tiragh makes the Trinity the Christ given a tri-mark. He
speaks of one in three, not three in one. What he understands is that the
divine in Christ is the Father, while the divine which is in union with the
human in Christ is the Son, and the divine that emanated from Him is the
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Holy Spirit. The influence of the rationalists on the Protestant and Reformist
churches weakened the Trinity concepts among many German divines.

Kant considers that the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit signify three
essential attributes of God, which are power, wisdom and love, or three main
activities, which are creation, protection and control. Both Higgins and Shling
tried to establish an abstract basis to the concept of the Trinity, and they were
followed by later German divines who tried to defend the concept on abstract
lines. Some divines who rely on the Scriptures do not strictly follow the
Church line as stated by the Nicea and Constantinople Councils. In later
years many tried to defend the views of the Sabilians in particular.32

Indeed, no longer do any Christian churches believe in the religion of truth based
on God’s oneness; nor do they accept that nothing and no one is similar to Him in
any way, or that He does not beget anyone; limitless indeed is He in His glory.

It is often mentioned that some groups of Christians, particularly those referred to
in Islamic literature as the Arisis, believed in God’s oneness. To say this is inaccurate.
This group is not unitarian in the sense we find in the divine faith. Their concepts are
rather confused. While they state that, unlike God, Jesus Christ is not eternal —
which is true — they also claim that he is the Son, and that he has been created by the
Father before the universe. All this has nothing to do with the proper concept of
God’s oneness.

Indeed a clear verdict has been given by God that those who say that Christ is the
son of God, or say that Christ is God, or say that God is one of a Trinity are
unbelievers. The same faith cannot lead to belief and unbelief at the same time. No
one can simultaneously be a believer and an unbeliever.

Clear Order and Perverse Response

Commenting on the assertions by the Jews and the Christians that Ezra or Jesus is
the son of God, the Qur’an emphasizes that they echo the assertions and concepts of
unbelievers in former times: “Such are the assertions they utter with their mouths, echoing
assertions made by the unbelievers of old.” (Verse 30) First of all this comment
emphasizes that these assertions were made by them and not reported by others.
This is the reason for mentioning “their mouths’ to add a physical image, following
the Qur’anic method of expression. It is evident that whatever they say or assert
must be said by word of mouth. The deliberate mention of their mouths is neither
redundant — far be it from God to unnecessarily add what is redundant — nor does
it make the statement verbose. The Qur’anic style pictures how they make their

2 ML.R. Rida', ibid., pp. 329-331.
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assertions and gives us a very real image that we can see as we listen to the
statement. There is also an additional connotation stressing that the words do not
describe any thing that exists in reality. These are merely words uttered and have no
real significance.

Then we have another aspect of the uniqueness of the Qur’an which points to its
origin and that it is God’s revelation. This we find in the statement: “echoing assertions
made by the unbelievers of old.” (Verse 30) Commentators on the Qur’an used to say
that this means that their assertions about God having a son are similar to what the
Arab idolaters used to say that the angels were God’s daughters. The similarity
between the two assertions is true, but this statement has a wider implication which
has transpired only recently when the faiths of idolaters in India, ancient Egypt and
Greece were studied. The study has brought to light the origins of the distorted
beliefs of the people of earlier revelations, particularly the Christians. They were
simply derived from those forms of pagan faiths which found their way firstly into
Paul’s teachings and finally into those of the Church Synods.

The Egyptian trinity of Osiris, Isis and Horus forms the basis of Pharaonic
idolatry, with Osiris representing the ‘father” while Horus represents the ‘son’. In the
Alexandrian divinity, which was taught many years before Christ, the assertion is
made that “the word is the second deity,” and it is also called “the first son of God”.

The Indians believed that God might take three different states: Brahma which
signified creation, Vishnu which signified lordship and the provision of sustenance,
and Siva which signified destruction. In this faith Vishnu is considered the son of
Brahma.

The Assyrians believed in the “Word” which they called Mardookh whom they
described as the first son of God.

The Greeks also believed in three states of God. When their priests slaughtered for
sacrifice, they sprinkled the alter with holy water three times, and they handled
incense from the censer with three fingers, and they splashed those around the alter
with the holy water three times. All these rituals are symbols of the trinity. Together
with the pagan beliefs they represented, these rituals were introduced by the Church
into Christianity, to echo the beliefs of the unbelievers of old times.

A careful look at the ideologies of the ancient idolaters, which were not known to
people at the time when the Qur'an was revealed, in the light of this Qur’anic
statement: “echoing assertions made by the unbelievers of old, “ (Verse 30) will prove two
points. It shows that the people of earlier revelations do not follow the faith of truth
and do not have the right concepts of God. It also reveals a certain aspect of the
uniqueness of the Qur’an, pointing to its source and that it is revealed by God whose
knowledge is perfect, absolute.
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This verse, which makes it clear that the people of earlier revelations have adopted
idolatrous beliefs, is concluded with these words: “May God destroy them! How
perverse they are!” (Verse 30) Yes indeed. “May God destroy them!” How they
overlook the simple truth which is clear and straightforward to adopt ambiguous
and complex idolatrous concepts which have no logical or coherent basis.

The surah then describes another type of deviation from the truth manifested by
the people of earlier revelations. This time the deviation is not confined to verbal
statements and beliefs only; it translates itself into practices based on erroneous
beliefs: “They make of their rabbis and their monks, and of the Christ, son of Mary, lords
besides God. Yet they have been ordered to worship none but the One God, other than whom
there is no deity. Exalted be He above those to whom they ascribe divinity.” (Verse 31)

This verse comes at its most appropriate place in this passage which dispels all
lingering doubts that those people may still be following a divine faith. For this verse
states that they are no longer following any religion revealed by God. This is proven
by their beliefs and practices. They were ordered to worship God alone, but they
took their rabbis and monks as lords besides God. They also made Jesus Christ the
Lord. All this is a form of idolatry which associates partners with God. From the
standpoint of beliefs, they are not true believers in God, and in practice, they do not
follow the religion of truth.

An Order and its Distorted Application

Before we explain how they took their monks and rabbis for lords, we wish to
mention some authentic reports which include the Prophet’s own interpretation. His
is undoubtedly the correct and final interpretation.

Al-Tirmidhi and several major scholars of Hadith report on the authority of “Adiy
ibn Hatim, who was a Christian before he met the Prophet and adopted Islam:
“When I first came to see the Prophet, he was reciting this verse of the siirah entitled
Repentance: “They make of their rabbis and their monks, and of the Christ, son of Mary,
lords besides God.” He explained: “They certainly did not worship these (rabbis and
monks). But when they permitted them something they treated it as permissible, and
when they prohibited something they treated it as forbidden.”

A second authentic report is transmitted by Imam Ahmad, al- Tirmidhi and al-
Tabari on the authority of *Adiy ibn Hatim:

When “Adiy, who in pre-Islamic days was a Christian, heard of the Islamic
message, he fled to Syria. His sister was taken prisoner together with a group
of his tribesmen. The Prophet treated his sister kindly, granted her freedom
and gave her some gifts. She went to her brother and urged him to adopt
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Islam and to meet the Prophet. *Adiy took his sister’s advice and travelled to
Madinah. He used to be the chief of his tribe, Tayyi’, and his father was
widely renowned for his unparalleled generosity. People were speaking
about his arrival in Madinah. When he went to see the Prophet he was
wearing a silver crucifix which he hung around his neck. The Prophet was
reading this verse: “They make of their rabbis and their monks...lords besides God.’
‘Adiy said: "They have not worshipped them.” The Prophet said: “Yes, indeed
they did. They followed them when they forbade them what was lawful and
permitted them what was forbidden. That is how they worshipped them.

Al-Suddi, a learned commentator on the Qur’an says: “They have sought the
advice of human beings and abandoned God’s Book. Hence He says: “Yet they have
been ordered to worship none but the One God,” which means the One who may forbid
something and it is treated by all as forbidden and may permit another and it is
treated as lawful. His law is to be obeyed and His verdict is final.”

In his commentary on the Qur’an, al-Alasi, a scholar of the modern period says:
“That they made them lords does not mean that they treated them as if they were
gods in control of the universe. What is meant is that they obeyed them in what they
have bidden and forbidden.”

From the very clear Qur’anic statement and its interpretation by the Prophet,
which provides the ultimate judgement, and also from the observations of scholars,
old and new, we may deduce a number of very important conclusions concerning
religion and beliefs which we will state here very briefly:

e According to the Qur’an and the Prophet’s interpretation, worship means the
following of the law. The Jews and the Christians did not make their rabbis
and monks as lords in the sense that they treated them as gods or that they
offered their worship rituals to them. Yet God describes them in this verse as
“associating partners with Him’ and, in a later verse in the sirah, as
“unbelievers” only because they followed the laws they devised for them. This
alone, regardless of beliefs and rituals, is sufficient to make anyone who does
it a person who associates partners with God, which takes him out of faith
altogether and puts him in the category of unbelievers.

e The Qur’anic statement attaches the descriptions of “associating partners with
God’ and “unbelief’ to both the Jews who accepted the laws made for them by
their rabbis and put those laws into practice and the Christians who believe
that Christ is their Lord and offer worship rituals to him. Both actions are the
same in the sense that both make their perpetrators polytheists ascribing
lordship to beings other than God.

e Polytheism, or idolatry, comes into being merely by assigning the authority to
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legislate to anyone other than God, even though this is not accompanied by a
belief that such a legislator is a deity or by offering worship rituals to it.

The primary aim of pointing out these facts is to deal with the circumstances of the
Muslim society at the time, particularly the reluctance to confront the Byzantines and
the feeling that they were believers on account of their having received revelations.
Yet these facts are of general application and serve to emphasize the nature of the
true religion.

The religion of truth which is the only one that is acceptable to God from any
human being is “self surrender’. Such surrender is manifested by implementing
God’s law, after having believed in His oneness, and offering worship to Him alone.
If people are to implement a law other than that of God, then what God has said
about the Jews and the Christians will apply to them as well. In other words, they
would be idolaters and unbelievers, no matter how emphatically they assert that they
believe in God. Those descriptions will apply to them once they willingly implement
a law devised by human beings in total disregard of God’s law, unless they protest
that they only follow such laws against their will and they have no power to repel
that compulsion.

The term ‘religion” has nowadays lost much of its significance in the minds of
most people, so much so that they confine it to beliefs to which they may hold and
rituals they may offer. This was exactly the situation of the Jews who are described
by this categorical verdict, as interpreted by the Prophet (peace be upon him), as
unbelievers, associating partners with God and disobeying His clear command not to
worship anyone besides Him. This same Qur’anic statement tells us that they have
taken their rabbis as lords besides God.

The most essential meaning of ‘religion” is “to submit and to follow’. This is most
clearly evidenced by following the law as it is proven by offering worship. The
matter is very serious. It admits no ambiguity of the sort that considers people who
follow laws other than God’s law, without being compelled to do so, as believers and
as Muslims, simply because they profess to believe in God and because they offer
their worship to Him.

This ambiguity is perhaps the most serious threat to this religion of Islam at the
present time. It is the worst weapon levelled at it by its enemies who depict some
people and situations as Muslim and Islamic, even though these people are similar to
the ones God describes as unbelievers taking as lords beings other than God and
turning away from the religion of truth. If the enemies of this religion try to associate
such people and situations with Islam, then it is the duty of the advocates of Islam to
deny them that description and to uncover their reality. They would thus show them
as they are: people who do not believe in God’s oneness and who take for themselves
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lords other than God when “they have been ordered to worship none but the One God,
other than whom there is no deity. Exalted be He above those to whom they ascribe divinity.”
(Verse 31)

A True Promise

The siirah goes a step further in encouraging the believers to fight: “They want to
extinguish God'’s light with their mouths, but God will not allow anything but to bring His
light to perfection, however hateful this may be to the unbelievers. It is He who has sent His
Messenger with guidance and the religion of truth, so that He may cause it to prevail over all
[other] religions, however hateful this may be to the idolaters.” (Verses 32-33)

The people of earlier revelations do not stop at mere deviation from the religion of
truth and worshipping lords and other beings instead of God, as well as refusing to
believe in God and the Last Day in the true sense of such a belief. They go further by
declaring war against the religion of truth and trying hard to extinguish God’s light,
represented by this religion, the movement advocating it and the system it provides
for human life.

“They want to extinguish God’s light with their mouths.” (Verse 32) So, they are hostile
to God’s light, trying to prevent its spread. They fabricate lies and sew the seeds of
discord and division. They also mobilize their followers to stand in opposition to this
religion and its followers, as was the case when these verses were revealed. This has
continued to be the case ever since. Although this statement aimed primarily at
enhancing the determination of the Muslims at the time, it also describes the true
nature of the attitude the people of earlier revelations always adopt towards God’s
light as reflected by His true faith providing guidance for mankind.

“But God will not allow anything but to bring His light to perfection, however hateful this
may be to the unbelievers.” (Verse 32) This is a true promise by God reflecting His
permanent law which ensures that His light will always be perfected and that His
religion will always prevail in spite of the unbelievers’ attempts to stifle it. This
promise will reassure the believers and motivate them to continue along their way,
full as it may be with hardships, and to stand up to all the unbelievers’ wicked
scheming. In this instance, the term “unbelievers’ refers to those people who were
given Scriptures in former times. The promise also implies a clear threat to those
unbelievers and all who follow in their footsteps.

The suirah re-emphasizes the promise and the threat at the same time: “It is He who
has sent His Messenger with guidance and the religion of truth, so that He may cause it to
prevail over all (other) religions, however hateful this may be to the idolaters.” (Verse 33)

It is clear from this statement that the religion of Islam, preached by God’s last
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Messenger, is the one to which reference is made in the previous Qur’anic statement:
“Fight against those who — despite having been given Scriptures — do not truly believe in
God and the Last Day, and do not treat as forbidden that which God and His Messenger have
forbidden, and do not follow the religion of truth, till they [agree to] pay the submission tax
with a willing hand, after they have been humbled.” (Verse 29) It is also clear that this
order to fight is targeted against those who do not believe in this religion.

This is true however we may interpret this verse. Generally speaking, the religion
of truth means submission to God alone as reflected in beliefs, worship rituals and
laws. This is the basic foundation of all divine faith which takes its final form in the
message of the Prophet Muhammad (peace he upon him). Any individual and any
community who do not clearly submit totally to God alone in beliefs, worship and
laws may be described as ones who do not believe in the religion of truth. Therefore,
they are included among those to whom the verse of fighting applies. However, we
have always to consider the nature of the Islamic method of action, and the different
stages the message of Islam may go through and the tools and means it may employ.

“It is He who has sent His Messenger with guidance and the religion of truth, so that He
may cause it to prevail over all [other] religions, however hateful this may be to the idolaters.”
(Verse 33) This statement confirms God’s first promise: “But God will not allow
anything but to bring His light to perfection, however hateful this may be to the unbelievers.”
(Verse 32) The confirmation, however, takes a much more specific form. The light
which God, who is limitless in His glory, has decided to bring to full perfection is the
religion of truth with which He has sent His last Messenger so that He may cause it
to prevail over all other religions.

As we have already explained, the religion of truth is submission to God in beliefs,
worship and laws altogether. It is represented in every divine message given to any
former prophet. Needless to say, it does not include any form of the distorted
versions that the Jews and Christians of today profess, as these have been adulterated
with pagan beliefs. Nor can be included under it any situation that raises the banner
of faith while at the same time assigning lordship to beings other than God, and
associating partners with God in the form of following laws and legislations enacted
by those partners without reference to God’s law.

God, limitless is He in His glory, says that He has sent His Messenger with
guidance and the religion of truth in order to make it prevail over all other religions.
We must take the term ‘religion’ in its broader sense which we have outlined in order
to appreciate the scope of God’s promise. Since ‘religion” means ‘submission’, then it
includes every creed and system which requires people to submit to its edicts and
follow its rules. God also declares His ruling that the religion of truth will surely
prevail over all religion, in this broad sense of the word. This means that all
submission will be to God alone, and the final triumph will be for the system which
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reflects this total submission.

This promise was fulfilled once at the hands of God’s Messenger (peace be upon
him) and his successors, as well as those who succeeded them, for a very long period
of time when the religion of truth was the one which prevailed. All other religions,
which were not based on true submission to God alone, stood in awe. Then there
followed a time when those who professed to believe in the religion of truth started
to abandon it, step by step, due to various factors relevant to the internal structure of
Muslim societies on the one hand, and to the long war against this religion by its
different enemies. In this war a wide variety of weapons and tactics are employed in
order to suppress Islam. But this is not the end of the road. God’s promise will
always come true. It will be fulfilled by the Muslim community which will raise the
banner of Islam and start its activities at the very beginning where the Prophet
himself started when he began his call, preaching the religion of truth and guided by
God’s light.

The siirah takes the final step in this passage, describing how the people of earlier
revelations do not treat as forbidden what God and His Messenger have declared
forbidden. A reference to this fact has already been made in the statement: “They
make of their rabbis and monks, and of the Christ, son of Mary, lords besides God.” (Verse
(Verse 31) We have already mentioned the Prophet’s explanation of this statement:
“They (i.e. the rabbis and monks) permitted them what is forbidden and forbade
them what is lawful, and they followed them.” This means that they listen to their
monks and rabbis, not to God and His Messenger, in determining what is lawful and
what is forbidden.

Hoarding Gold and Silver

This last step in exposing the reality of those people of earlier revelations who
have distorted God’s message is given in two verses addressed to the believers:
“Believers, some of the rabbis and monks wrongfully devour people’s property and turn
people away from God'’s path. To those who hoard up gold and silver and do not spend them
in God’s cause, give the news of a painful suffering, on the day when it will all be heated in
the fire of hell, and their foreheads, sides and backs will be branded with them. [They will be
told]: “This is what you have hoarded up for yourselves. Taste, then, what you have been
hoarding.”” (Verses 34-35)

The first verse elaborates on the roles of the rabbis and monks whom those people
of earlier revelations have made as lords, following their bidding in their day-to-day
transactions, and also in their worship.

Indeed the rabbis and monks enjoy being treated as lords whose orders are always
obeyed. In what they legislate for their followers, they devour people’s property on
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the basis of false claims and they also turn people away from God’s path.

Devouring people’s property always takes various forms. One of these is the
money they receive in return for issuing rulings that make lawful what is really
forbidden and prohibiting what is permissible. Such rulings are always meant to
serve the interests of those who possess wealth or power or both. Another way is
what a priest might receive for listening to people’s confessions and his forgiveness
of their sins, using the authority allegedly given to the Church. The worst and most
common way of devouring people’s property without lawful basis is usury. There
are, however, many other methods.

Another method of such wrongful devouring of people’s wealth is the raising of
funds which they use to fight the religion of truth. Many were the priests, bishops,
cardinals and popes who raised millions and millions to finance the successive
Crusades. They continue to do so in order to finance missionary work and Orientalist
research, all of which aim at turning people away from God’s path.

It is important to note here the care exercised in giving an accurate and honest
statement which is characteristic of divine justice. In this verse, God says: “Many of
the rabbis and monks...” This is to guard against making a generalization that would be
unfair to the few who do not indulge in such wrongful practices. In any community
there will always be good individuals who maintain virtuous and honest practices.
God will never do any injustice to anyone.

Many of those rabbis and monks hoard up the wealth they acquire by wrongful
means. The history of those communities has seen great wealth amassed by rabbis,
clerics and churches. In certain periods of history they were wealthier than despotic
kings and emperors. The Qur’an describes in detail how they will be punished in the
hereafter and the suffering of all those who hoard up gold and silver and do not
spend them to serve God’s cause. This is portrayed in a very vivid way that produces
an awesome effect: “To those who hoard up gold and silver and do not spend them in God’s
cause, give the news of a painful suffering, on the day when it will all be heated in the fire of
hell, and their foreheads, sides and backs will be branded with them. [They will be told]: “This
is what you have hoarded up for yourselves. Taste, then, what you have been hoarding.””
(Verses 34-35)

The scene is portrayed in full detail, with the whole operation described from its
first step to its conclusion. Thus the scene is deliberately made to linger in our minds
so that we contemplate it longer.

The description starts with a general statement: “To those who hoard up gold and
silver and do not spend them in God’s cause, give the news of a painful suffering.” (Verse 34)
The verse ends here with a general reference to the punishment of the hereafter. But
then the full details are given: “On the day when it will all be heated in the fire of hell.”
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(Verse 35) As we listen we wait for the heating up to be completed, then we see it red
hot and gathered in readiness. Now the suffering starts with foreheads being
branded with all that gold and silver. When all foreheads have been branded, those
who are being punished are made to turn on their sides so that they can be branded
there as well. With that over, they are made to turn yet again in order to brand them
a third time with the red hot gold and silver on their backs. When this type of their
punishment is completed, they are severely rebuked: “This is what you have hoarded up
for yourselves.” (Verse 35) It is the very thing you were keen to have and keep for your
pleasure and enjoyment. It is now a means to inflict on you this grievous suffering:
“Taste, then, what you have been hoarding.” (Verse 35) Taste it in reality, because it is the
very thing which is branding your foreheads, sides and backs.

It is a horrifying scene, portrayed at length, in full detail, so as to bring the image it
describes in sharp relief. The scene is portrayed here in order to explain first the
destiny that awaits many of the rabbis and monks. It also describes in detail the
destiny of those who hoard gold and silver without spending to serve God’s cause.
Portraying it at this juncture also serves as a prelude to the “expedition of hardship’,
which is the subject matter of the longer part of the siirah.

We need to pause a little here to comment on God’s statement which explains the
true nature of the faith of the people of earlier revelations, the religion to which they
adhere, the moral values they adopt and also their practices. We have referred to
these previously, but we need to add more here.

Making the reality of the people of earlier revelations clear is a more pressing need
than showing the truth of the idolaters who openly admit their idolatry, and
participate in rituals based on such beliefs. Exposing the reality that those people of
earlier revelations are devoid of any true belief in God is necessary because the
Muslims will not wholeheartedly confront jahiliyyah unless they are aware of its
absolute reality. Such a reality is well known in the case of the idolaters, but it is not
so commonly accepted in the case of the people of earlier revelations. (This also
applies to people who similarly claim to follow the divine faith, as is the case with
the majority of today’s Muslims.)

Setting out to confront the idolaters has required that a long portion of this surah
be devoted to explaining their true situation and attitude. We have explained the
reasons for this in the Prologue and in the Overview of Chapter 1. In the opening
passage, God says to the believers:

How can there be a treaty with God and His Messenger for the idolaters, unless it be
those of them with whom you have made a treaty at the Sacred Mosque? So long as
they are true to you, be true to them; for God loves those who are God-fearing. How
[else could it be] when, should they prevail over you, they will respect neither
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agreement made with you, nor obligation of honour towards you? They try to please
you with what they say, while at heart they remain adamantly hostile. Most of them
are transgressors. They barter away God'’s revelations for a paltry price and debar
others from His path. Evil indeed is what they do. They respect neither agreement nor
obligation of honour with regard to any believer. Those indeed are the aggressors.
(Verses 7-10)

Will you not fight against people who have broken their solemn pledges and set out to
drive out the Messenger, and who were the first to attack you? Do you fear them? It is
God alone whom you should fear, if you are true believers. Fight them: God will
punish them at your hands, and will bring disgrace upon them; and will grant you
victory over them and will grant heart felt satisfaction to those who are believers,
removing all angry feelings from their hearts. God will turn in His mercy to whom He
wills. God is All-knowing and Wise. (Verses 13-15)

It is not for the idolaters to visit or tend God’s houses of worship; for they are self-
confessed unbelievers. Vain shall be their actions and they shall abide in the fire.
(Verse 17)

Believers, do not take your fathers and brothers for allies if they choose unbelief in
preference to faith. Those of you who take them for allies are indeed wrongdoers.
(Verse 23)

The Truth will Out

Although the reality of the idolaters was very clear, confronting them on the
battlefield required a carefully prepared campaign by the Muslim community. By
contrast, the confrontation with the people of earlier revelations required an even
stronger and more profound campaign which aimed, at the outset, to expose the
reality of those people. It also required the removal of their nameplate which no
longer reflected their reality. They needed to appear as they truly were: unbelievers,
associating partners with God, and at war with God and His message. Moreover,
they were too far astray, devouring people’s wealth and property without
justification and turning people away from God’s path. This exposure comes in
statements like the following:

Fight against those who — despite having been given Scriptures — do not truly
believe in God and the Last Day, and do not treat as forbidden that which God and His
Messenger have forbidden, and do not follow the religion of truth, till they [agree to]
pay the submission tax with a willing hand, after they have been humbled. The Jews
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say: Ezra is the son of God,” while the Christians say: ‘“The Christ is the son of God.’
Such are the assertions they utter with their mouths, echoing assertions made by the
unbelievers of old. May God destroy them! How perverse they are! They make of their
rabbis and their monks, and of the Christ, son of Mary, lords besides God. Yet they
have been ordered to worship none but the One God, other than whom there is no
deity. Exalted be He above those to whom they ascribe divinity. They want to
extinguish God’s light with their mouths, but God will not allow anything but to
bring His light to perfection, however hateful this may be to the unbelievers. It is He
who has sent His Messenger with guidance and the religion of truth, so that He may
cause it to prevail over all [other] religions, however hateful this may be to the
idolaters. Believers, some of the rabbis and monks wrongfully devour people’s property
and turn people away from God'’s path... (Verses 29-34)

To this should be added all the decisive statements in several siirahs, some of
which are of the Makkah period while others were revealed in Madinah. These
explain the ultimate reality of the people of earlier revelations and that they no
longer belong to the divine faith preached by their prophets. Added to this must be
their attitude to God’s final message. It is on the basis of this attitude that it may be
determined whether they are believers or not.

Earlier surahs confronted them with the fact that they no longer had any solid
foundation of divine faith to support their claims to be believers: “Say: ‘People of
earlier revelations, you have no ground to stand upon unless you observe the Torah and the
Gospel and that which has been revealed to you by your Lord" That which is revealed to you
by your Lord is bound to make many of them even more stubborn in their arrogance and
disbelief But do not grieve for unbelieving folk.” (5: 68)

Other Qur’anic statements describe them, Jews or Christians or both, as having no
belief in God and group them with the idolaters. As examples of these we may cite
the following: “The Jews say: ‘God’s hand is shackled!” It is their own hands that are
shackled. Rejected [by God] are they for what they say. Indeed, both His hands are
outstretched. He bestows [His bounty] as He wills. But that which has been revealed to you
by your Lord is bound to make many of them more stubborn in their overweening arrogance
and unbelief” (5: 64) “Unbelievers indeed are those who say: ‘God is the Christ, son of
Mary.”” (5: 72) “Unbelievers indeed are those who say: ‘God is the third of a trinity.”” (5: 73)
“Those who disbelieve among the people of earlier revelations and the idolaters could have
never departed [from their erring ways] until there had come to them the Clear Proof.” (98: 1)
We have also cited other examples. Indeed statements of this nature are numerous in
the Qur’an. It is true that the Qur’an also gives certain privileges to the people of
earlier revelations which are not given to the idolaters, such as allowing the Muslims
to eat of their food and to marry their chaste women. Such privileges are not based
on any acknowledgement that the beliefs they profess have any basis in divine faith.
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Most probably, they have been given such privileges because originally they had
divine Scriptures and a true faith, although they no longer implemented that faith. It
is then possible to deal with them on the basis of that original code they claim to
follow. In this respect, they are different from the idolaters who have no scriptures
and no original faith to be taken as a basis. As to the present beliefs and religion of
the people of earlier revelations, the Qur’anic statements are very clear and decisive
in maintaining that they have nothing to do with the faith revealed by God. They had
indeed abandoned that in order to follow their rabbis, clerics, monks, synods and
churches in what they had devised for them. What God says is the final verdict
which may not be subject to any argument.

The Reality Outlined

What does this exposure by God of the beliefs of the people of earlier revelations
signify?

The deceptive front they present acts as a check on the advocates of the Islamic
message in their confrontation with the jahiliyyah. Hence, it must be removed, so that
they can no longer present a false image. We must not overlook the importance of the
prevailing circumstances of the Muslim community at the time, including the organic
structure of that community and the fact that the Tabiuk Expedition took place at a
time of economic hardship which was not made any easier by the extreme heat of the
Arabian summer. Moreover, the Muslims were reluctant to confront the Byzantines
in open warfare, because the Arabs had always held them in awe. They were even
more uneasy about the general order given to them to fight the people of earlier
revelations, when they were following divine Scriptures revealed by God.

The enemies of this faith who are watching carefully the Islamic revivalist
movements of today are fully aware of what may influence human nature, and of the
history of Islam as well. Therefore, they are keen to give an outward ‘Islamic’
appearance to the regimes, movements, values, traditions and philosophies they
nurture and support in order to crush the Islamic revivalist movements the world
over. They do so, because this outward “Islamic” appearance may prevent the true
advocates of Islam from confronting the jahiliyyah reality that lies behind this false
appearance.

They were forced, in certain instances, to reveal the reality of such regimes and
movements and their hostility to Islam. The clearest example of these was in the case
of Ataturk and his movement in Turkey which was uncompromising in its enmity to
everything Islamic. They needed to reveal its reality because of the urgency they felt
to bury the Caliphate system which was the last aspect of Muslim unity. Although it
was merely a formal aspect, they needed to do away with it before they could attack
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more fundamental aspects such as worship and prayer. This reminds us of the
Prophet’s statement: “This religion will be undermined, one aspect after another. The
tirst aspect to be undermined is government and the last is prayer.”

Once the need for open hostility was over, those atheists and self- proclaimed
followers of earlier religions, who revive their alliance only when they fight Islam,
reverted to their secret ways. They were now even keener to give an Islamic
appearance to other regimes which were in reality of the same orientation in
opposing Islam as Ataturk’s. They have become so inventive in hiding the reality of
these regimes which they support politically, economically and culturally. Their
intelligence services, wide-reaching media and other resources are all used to protect
such regimes. Atheists and religious enemies of Islam alike cooperate in supporting
such regimes which try to achieve for them the task left unfulfilled by the Crusades,
old and new.

Some Muslims, including many of those who advocate the need for an Islamic
revival, are deceived by this "Islamic” appearance which is portrayed by present-day
jahiliyyah. Hence they are reluctant to unmask these hostile regimes and show them
as they truly are. All this impedes an open confrontation with jahiliyyah. Thus the
false “Islamic’ appearance exercises a sedative influence on the Islamic revivalist
movements. It creates a barrier that prevents the launching of a determined effort to
stand up to contemporary jahiliyyah which tries to pull out the last remaining roots of
this faith.

In my view, those naive advocates of Islam present a more serious threat to the
Islamic revivalist movement than the sly enemies of Islam who give a false “Islamic’
appearance to regimes, set-ups, movements, values, traditions and social trends
which they manipulate so that they can crush Islam for them.

This religion of Islam will always be victorious when its advocates, in any
generation and any place, achieve a certain degree of awareness of its reality and the
reality of the jahiliyyah trying to suppress it. The real danger to this religion does not
come from strong and skilful open enemies. The real danger is that posed by naive
friends who allow its enemies to wear an Islamic mask while they mount their
unwavering efforts to uproot it. Indeed the first duty of the advocates of Islam is to
remove these masks so that the reality of regimes and set-ups hostile to Islam and
determined to crush it is laid bare. Indeed the starting point for every truly Islamic
movement is to remove the false attire of jahiliyyah and expose it for what it is:
unbelief and idolatry. It must describe people as they really are. Only then can the
Islamic movement go onwards to achieve its goals. Indeed, these people themselves
will only then be aware of their own situation, which is similar to that with which the
people of earlier revelations ended up, as we are told by the One who is aware of all
things and who knows the reality of all situations. Who knows but such a new
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awareness may provide such people with a motive to mend their ways hoping that
God will then replace their misery and suffering with happiness and bliss.

This unnecessary reluctance and unwise acceptance of false appearances can only
delay the initial march of any Islamic movement. Consequently, it serves the goals of
the enemies of Islam for which they have given such regimes a false ‘“Islamic’
appearance. Such enemies are well aware that when Ataturk and his movement were
exposed and appeared for what they truly were, they could not serve any new
purpose after they had ended the last forum to unite the Muslims of the world on the
basis of faith. Indeed a very sly, shrewd and cunning Orientalist has tried to give
Ataturk’s movement a cover to hide its reality. In his book, Islam in Modern History,
Wilfred Cantwell Smith tries to deny that the Ataturk movement was of atheistic
orientation. He describes it as the greatest and wisest movement of Islamic revival in
modern history.
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Overview

These two verses form a short passage that continues the process of removing
obstacles that impeded the fight against the Byzantines and their Christian Arab
allies in the northern parts of Arabia. Mobilization for this expedition took place in
the month of Rajab, which is one of the four sacred months. However, due to a
certain ploy, Rajab in that year did not fall at its right time because of postponement,
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which is denounced in the second verse of this passage. According to reports, the
month of Dhu’l-Hijjah that year was also out of place, and it was meant to fall in the
preceding month of Dhu’l-Qa’dah, which meant that Rajab was actually in Jumada
II. This mess was due to the fact that the jahiliyyah society had played about with its
traditions and only outwardly honoured sanctities. There will always be
interpretations and views to support any transgression as long as the question of
permissibility and prohibition is assigned to human beings, as is the case in all
jahiliyyah societies.

It may be useful to give a more detailed account of how this situation arose. God
has made four months in the year sacred: three consecutive ones which are Dhu’l-
Qa"dah, Dhu’l-Hijjah and al-Muharram and a single one occurring later, which is the
month of Rajab. It is clear that this sanctity started when the pilgrimage was
ordained as a duty at its appointed time every year since the time of Abraham and
Ishmael. Much as the Arabs have distorted the faith of Abraham and wide as their
deviation from its teachings was, they continued to treat these months as sacred
because their sanctity related to the pilgrimage which was a season so vital to the
livelihood of the Arabs of Hijaz, particularly the people of Makkah. In these sacred
months Arabia was free from all fighting. Peace was observed and this allowed
pilgrims to travel and conduct useful business during the season.

However, at times certain needs were so important to some Arab tribes and these
could not be met while observing the sanctity of these sacred months. Here personal
needs came into play, and there would have been no shortage of advocates for
making one of the sacred months unsacred by postponing it one year or putting it
forward in another. In this way they kept the sacred months as four in number,
although their identity changed, in order to keep the numbers as God had ordained.
However, this process meant in effect making lawful what God had forbidden. In the
ninth year of the Islamic calendar, the true month of Rajab and the true month of
Dhu’l-Hijjah did not fall at their respective times. Rajab was observed when the
month was that of Jumada II and Dhu’l-Hijjah was in Dhu'l-Qa’dah. Thus
mobilization for this expedition truly took place in Jumada II which was nominally
declared to be Rajab because of the practice of postponing months.

These verses outlaw the practice of postponement and show it, in essence, to be a
violation of the divine faith which assigns the authority to make things lawful or
forbidden to God alone. For human beings to practise this authority in any way
which is not sanctioned by God is actually an act of unbelief, and indeed “an excess of
unbelief” as God describes. Thus this passage in the siirah removes any reluctance to
mobilize felt by some Muslims because it gave the impression of violating the
sanctity of Rajab. At the same time, the passage establishes a basic principle of Islam
which gives the authority to legislate and make things lawful or forbidden to God
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alone. It also relates this principle to the basic truth on which the whole structure of
the universe is founded ever since God created the heavens and the earth. What God
legislates for mankind is only part of His overall legislation for the universe and all
His creation. Deviating from it is, then, a violation of the basic principle on which the
universe is founded. Hence it is “an excess of unbelief in which the unbelievers are led
astray.” (Verse 37)

Another fundamental fact stated here relates to what has been explained in the
preceding passage which made it clear that the people of earlier revelations are
unbelievers. They are grouped together with the idolaters as hostile people whom
the Muslims should fight as one united community, as they themselves do fight the
Muslims all together. This assertion is borne out by historical events exactly as it is
stated by God. It shows that they are all united by their goals of suppressing Islam
and crushing its followers. It also shows that they all stand in the same camp when
the battle is against Islam and the Muslims. They find it easy to overlook their
differences and work together to stem Islamic jihad and destroy the Muslim
community.

These two verses express two basic facts. The first is that the people of earlier
revelations have sunk into idolatry and have joined the idolaters in fighting the
Muslims so as to form one united front. Hence all Muslims must fight them together.
The second fact is that the postponement of sacred months is an excess of unbelief
because it involves legislating for mankind things that God has not legislated. Hence
it adds a practical aspect to unbelief. It is by these two basic facts that this passage is
linked to what precedes it and what follows it in this surah which addresses various
factors impeding a general mobilization to confront all opponents, be they idolaters
or people of earlier revelations.

Changing the Order of Time

The number of months, in God’s sight, is twelve as set by God'’s decree on the day
when He created the heavens and the earth. Of these, four are sacred, according to the
ever-true law [of God]. (Verse 36)

This Qur’anic statement refers the origin of time and the way it runs to the nature
of the universe and how God created it, and to the origin of creation of both the
heavens and the earth. It tells us that there is a permanent cycle of time consisting of
twelve months. That it is permanent is evident from the fact that in every cycle there
are twelve months. This is included in God’s decree, which means that it is part of
the divine law for the universe. Hence, the cycle is permanent and the months are
twelve, without any possibility of increase or decrease. Its movement is in
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accordance with the divine law set into operation when God created the heavens and
the earth.

The reference to the fact that this time cycle is permanent serves as a prelude to
making certain months sacred. Their selection and sanctity is part of God’s decree or
His law which cannot be changed at will. It simply cannot be made subject to
people’s desires who may wish to bring one month forward and put another back. Its
permanence is similar to that of the seasons which follow one another according to a
constant law: ‘according to the ever-true law of God.” (Verse 36) This religion is, then, in
perfect harmony with the law which governs the creation of the heavens and the
earth and their functions.

This short passage refers to a series of important aspects that follow and
strengthen one another. It includes certain universal facts which contemporary
scientific research tries hard to explain through its own experiments. It establishes a
firm link between the laws of nature and the requirements and obligations of this
religion of Islam, so that people truly appreciate its solid foundation and deep roots.
In the Arabic text of the Qur’an, all this takes no more than 21 simple words which
are easy to understand.

All this about the number of months and those of them which are sacred is
“according to the ever-true law [of God]. Therefore do not wrong yourselves by violating
them.” (Verse 36) You should not wrong yourselves in these four sacred months, the
sanctity of which relates to a law of nature which applies to the whole universe. This
law makes it clear that God is the Legislator in human life and in the universe at
large. Do not wrong yourselves by violating the sanctity of these months which God
has willed to be a period of peace and security for all. Whenever human beings
violate God'’s rules they wrong themselves because they actually expose themselves
to punishment in the life to come and to fear and worry in this life when all months
become a period of war without intermission.

“But fight against the idolaters all together as they fight against you all together.” (Verse
36) This obviously applies throughout the rest of the year, not in the sacred months,
except when the unbelievers launch an attack, in which case the Muslims must repel
the aggression in these months. To take a unilateral decision not to fight will weaken
the forces of goodness which are required to defend sanctities and repel aggression
by forces of evil. It will also lead to the spread of corruption in the land and the
disruption of the laws of nature. Repelling aggression in the sacred months is a
means to preserve their sanctity and prevent their violation.

“But fight against the idolaters all together as they fight against you all together.” (Verse
36) Fight them all without exception, because they do not make any exception of any
single person or community when they fight you. The battle is truly between idolatry
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and believing in God’s oneness, between proper guidance and going astray. It is a
battle between two clearly distinguished camps which cannot come to a complete
agreement or make permanent peace because the differences between them are not
over details or over conflicting interests where a compromise could be worked out,
or over borders which may be demarcated anew. The Muslim community would be
deluded if it believes, or is led to understand, that its battle with the idolaters,
whether pagan or people who had distorted their Scriptures, is over issues of politics
or economics, national independence or strategy. It is first of all an ideological battle,
and it is over the system laid down by this ideology, which means religion. Such a
battle cannot be sorted out by compromises worked out through negotiations. It is
sorted out only by jihid and dedicated struggle. This is God’s law which never
changes, and over which the whole universal system is founded. It is the law at the
core of the divine faith and which controls the operation of conscience. It has been set
in operation on the day when God created the heavens and the earth.

“And know that God is with those who are God fearing.” (Verse 36) Those who fear to
violate God’s sanctities or to make lawful what He has forbidden, or to disrupt His
laws are the ones who will be granted victory. Muslims then must never hesitate to
fight the unbelievers all together, or fear to engage in an all-out campaign of jihad.
Theirs is a campaign of struggle for God’s cause, in which they do not violate its
rules or moral standards. They dedicate their struggle to God and watch Him when
they are alone as much as they do when they are with other people. Victory is theirs
because God is with them, and whoever is on God’s side shall certainly be victorious.

A Change Not Sanctioned by God

The postponement [of sacred months] is only an excess of unbelief in which the
unbelievers are led astray. They declare it permissible one year and forbidden another
year, so that they may make up the number of the months which God has sanctified,
and thus they make lawful what God has forbidden. The evil of their deeds thus seems

fair to them. God does not guide those who are unbelievers. (Verse 37)

Mujahid, an authoritative commentator on the Qur’an, says that a man from the
tribe of Kinanah used to come every year to the pilgrimage riding his donkey and
say: “I am not one who may be criticised or return with failure. No one may reject
what I say. We have made al-Muharram sacred and let Safar come later.” The
following year he would come again and say: “We have made Safar sacred and let al-
Muharram come later.” This is the reference in God’s statement to their making up
the number of months God has sanctified, which are four. When they delay a sacred
month they actually make lawful what God has forbidden.

125



Al-Tawbah (The Repentance) | A HIGHER DEGREE OF UNBELIEF

*Abd al-Rahman ibn Zayd ibn Aslam, another leading commentator on the
Qur’an, mentions that this was done in pre-Islamic days by a man from the tribe of
Kinanah called al-Qulummus. In those days the Arabs would stop fighting or
launching raids on one another in the sacred month. A man would meet his father’s
killer and he would not lift a hand to harm him. One day this man gave orders to set
out for a raid. When he was told that it was the month of al-Muharram, he said: “We
will delay it this year. There are two Safar months this year. Next year we will
compensate for this by making them two Muharrams.” Indeed the following year, he
told them not to launch any raid in Safar, so that it too was made sacred.

These are two interpretations of the verse and two versions of postponement. In
the first version Safar is made sacred in place of al-Muharram to make the sacred
months four in number, but not the ones which God has specified since al-Muharram
is made unsacred. In the other version three months are made sacred one year and
five the next year to make up eight, with an average of four a year. This means in
effect that the sanctity of al-Muharram is lost one year and Safar is made sacred in
another. Both actions represent a violation of God’s law, making lawful what He has
forbidden. Both are, as God says, “an excess of unbelief,” because they involve an
assumption of the authority to legislate which is an act of unbelief that is added to
the actual rejection of the faith.

In this act which is described as an ‘excess of unbelief,” “the unbelievers are led
astray.” (Verse 37) They actually deceive themselves with their ploys and tricks. “The
evil of their deeds thus seems fair to them.” (Verse 37) They see as fair what is evil and
they think deviation from the truth to be a virtue. They are totally unaware of how
far astray they have gone and to what depths of unbelief they have sunk.

“God does not guide those who are unbelievers.” (Verse 37) They have placed a shield
between their hearts and divine guidance. Hence God abandons them to their
unbelief in which they live in total darkness, far removed from God’s guidance.
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The Supreme Word of God

Believers, what is apsiss with you that, when it is
said 10 you: ‘Go forth 1o fight in God's canse,” you
dling heavily to the earth? Are you content with
the comiforts of this world in preference to the life to
come? Paltry indeed are the enjoyments of life in
this world when compared with those to cone.
39)

If you do not go forth 1o fight [in God's canse),
He will punish you severely and replace you by
other pegple. You will not harm Him in any
way, for God has power over all things. (39)

If you do not help him [the Prophet]; God il
as He| supported him at the time when the
unbelrevers drove him away. He was only one of
two. When these two were alone in the cave, he
said to bis companion: Do not grieve, for God is
with us.” Thereupon God bestowed on hinm the
gt of inner peace, and sent to bis aid forces which
you did not see. He brought the word of the
unbelievers utterly low, while the word of God
remained supreme. God is Mighty, Wse. (40)
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Go forth, whether you be lightly or heavily armed, ]) s 5 N L;"z.}j L;L;:: ]} j-?-’ i
and strive in God's cause with your wealth and e s s -z
your lives. 'This will be best for you if you but A J?/w 3 w515 3 /’}“[;’
knew it. (41) - C sl 27

Overview

It is perhaps most likely that the present passage was revealed after the order was
given for general mobilization for the Tabtk Expedition. The Prophet received
intelligence that the Byzantines were deploying large forces in southern Syria near
the borders with Arabia. He was also informed that the Byzantine Emperor had
ordered that all soldiers taking part should be given their salaries a year in advance.
A number of Arab tribes in the area, such as Lukham, Judam, *Amilah and Ghassan
had also joined the Byzantine forces, and advance units had already been deployed
in al-Balga” in Palestine. Therefore, the Prophet issued an order to prepare for war
against the Byzantines.

It was the Prophet’s standard strategy when he set out of Madinah to confront an
enemy that he kept his destination unknown in order to maintain an element of
surprise. This time, however, he made his objective very clear because of the long
travelling expected and the difficult circumstances. The timing of this expedition
coincided with the burning heat of summer, when people would seek the shade and
be keen to enjoy the summer fruits. At such a time all physical activity, let alone
military confrontation a long way from home, was to be avoided. Hence, the
symptoms we mentioned in the Prologue started to appear among the Muslims. The
hypocrites felt this to be their chance to dissuade the Muslims from joining the
Prophet. They advised them not to march in the hot summer, and warned them
against the might of the Byzantines and the long, weakening travel they would have
to endure. Hence some people began to feel uneasy. This passage, then, deals with
this type of reluctance.

A Slackening Resolve

The passage begins with a word of reproach and a warning against the reluctance
to join the campaign of jihad, or struggle for God’s cause. The believers are reminded
of the help God gave to His Messenger even before any one of them had joined him,
and also of His ability to help him to victory without them. In such an eventuality
they would have nothing except their disobedience of God and their failure to
support His Messenger.

128



Al-Tawbah (The Repentance) | THE SUPREME WORD OF GOD

Believers, what is amiss with you that, when it is said to you: ‘Go forth to fight in
God'’s cause,” you cling heavily to the earth? (Verse 38)

Such reluctance to march forth in support of God’s cause is only motivated by
worldly considerations and ambitions. People may fear for their lives and their
property. They are keen to protect their interests and preserve their pleasures, and
would prefer a settled life of ease and comfort. They think primarily of their present
life, immediate objectives, close relatives and physical needs. The words chosen here
give a vivid impression of “clinging heavily to the earth”. It is as if we are looking at
a heavy object that has been in its position for a long time. It is lifted up by a group of
people, but it soon falls down with a strong gravitational pull.

Joining a jihad campaign for God’s cause represents freedom from the shackles of
this earthly life and physical pleasures. It emphasizes the yearning for freedom after
the shedding of narrow needs, and the expanse of eternity after getting rid of this
limited worldly life: “Are you content with the comforts of this world in preference to the
life to come? Paltry indeed are the enjoyments of life in this world when compared with those
to come.” (Verse 38)

No one who believes in God would hesitate to set out to fight for God’s cause
unless there is some weakness in his faith. The Prophet says: “A person who dies
without having ever joined an expedition fighting for God’s cause or having thought
about joining such an expedition must surely have a characteristic of hypocrisy.”
Hypocrisy, which is essentially a weakness of faith, is the characteristic which holds
a person who claims to believe in God from joining a fight for God’s cause, because
he fears death or poverty when life and death are determined by God, and all
provisions and wealth are granted by Him. Besides, all the comforts and pleasures of
this life are petty and meaningless when compared with what is in store for the
believers in the life to come.

A stern threat then follows:

If you do not go forth to fight [in God’s cause], He will punish you severely and
replace you by other people. You will not harm Him in any way, for God has power
over all things. (Verse 39)

The address here is made to certain people at a certain period of time, but its
import applies to all those who believe in God. The punishment with which they are
threatened is not limited to the life to come, but it also includes a punishment in this
life. They will suffer the humiliation which afflicts all those who refrain from fighting
for God’s cause when their enemies have power over them. They are also deprived of
the enjoyments and comforts of this life which will be taken up by their enemies. In
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addition their loss of life and property is far greater than what they will lose when
they fight in support of God’s cause. Whenever a community abandons jihad and
refuses to fight for God’s cause, it is bound to suffer humiliation. Its eventual loss is
much greater than it would need to sacrifice when it fights with the spirit of jihad.

“He will ... replace you by other people,” (Verse 39) who will guard their faith and
who are prepared to make the necessary sacrifices without ever submitting to God’s
enemies. “You will not harm Him in any way,” (Verse 39) and you can have no effect on
the outcome. “For God has power over all things.” (Verse 39) He can easily cause you to
perish and bring about a different community to take your place. In the final balance
you will count for nothing.

To elevate oneself above the shackles of the earth and over one’s own weaknesses
is to enhance one’s noble existence. It represents the higher meaning of life. To give
in to fears for one’s life and the attractions of this worldly life is to condemn one’s
humanity to extinction. This is the real death knell of the spiritual aspect which
distinguishes human life.

The Best Choice for Believers

God then gives them an example of the history which they themselves had
witnessed, showing them how He supported His Messenger and gave him a great
victory without need for their support. After all, victory is granted by God to whom
He pleases:

If you do not help him [the Prophet]; God [will, as He] supported him at the time
when the unbelievers drove him away. He was only one of two. When these two were
alone in the cave, he said to his Companion: Do not grieve, for God is with us.’
Thereupon God bestowed on him the gift of inner peace, and sent to his aid forces
which you did not see. He brought the word of the unbelievers utterly low, while the
word of God remained supreme. God is Mighty, Wise. (Verse 40)

This is a reference to the time when the Quraysh had lost all patience with
Muhammad and his message. It is the same with every tyrannical authority when it
loses patience with the message of the truth after it realizes that it cannot stifle or
suppress it. They held their consultations and decided to assassinate Muhammad.
God then informed the Prophet of what the Quraysh had plotted and instructed him
to leave. He set out of Makkah alone except for his trusted Companion, Abti Bakr. He
had neither troops nor weapons with which to confront his numerous enemies. The
odds were heavily against him.

The siirah describes vividly the situation of the Prophet and his friend: “IWhen these
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two were alone in the cave,” (Verse 40) with several bands of the Quraysh chasing them
in all directions. Abt Bakr had no fear for his own life, but he feared for the Prophet.
The pursuers were so close to them at one point that he said to the Prophet: “Should
any one of them look down where he is standing, he would surely see us.” But the
Prophet had all the calmness of the inner peace bestowed on him by God. He
reassured his Companion, saying to him: “Abu Bakr, what do you think of two men
who have God on their side?”

What was the result of this confrontation when all the material power was on one
side while the Prophet and his Companion stood alone with no such power? A
fantastic victory was granted, employing troops whom no human being could see. A
humiliating defeat engulfed the unbelievers: “He brought the word of the unbelievers
utterly low.” (Verse 40) God’s word remained mighty, victorious, supreme: “while the
word of God remained supreme.” (Verse 40) God is certainly ‘Mighty” and those who
advocate His cause will never be humiliated, and He is “Wise, “which means here
that He determines when to grant victory to those who deserve it.

That confrontation was an example of God’s help to His Messenger and how His
word remains supreme. God is certainly able to repeat such a victory at the hands of
other people who do not cling heavily to the earth and who are not reluctant to fight
for His cause. This is an example from the near history which the Muslims
themselves had witnessed. Yet no evidence is needed when God has stated His
word.

They are then called upon to mobilize their forces and not to allow any
impediment to stand in their way. If they wish to attain what is best for them in this
life as well as in the life to come, then they should not allow any factor to interfere
with their response to such a call:

Go forth, whether you be lightly or heavily armed, and strive in God’s cause with your
wealth and your lives. This will be best for you if you but knew it. (Verse 41)

They must march whatever the circumstances, and must strive hard, and be ready
to sacrifice their wealth and their lives, seeking no excuses and allowing no
impediments to stand in their way: “This will be best for you if you but knew it.” (Verse
41)

The sincere believers realized that this is best and they set forth on their campaign
in support of God’s cause. All sorts of impediments stood in their way and they had
no shortage of excuses if they wished to justify staying behind, but they sought none
and marched on. Hence, God enabled them to liberate the hearts and minds of other
communities and to liberate their lands as well. He allowed His word to triumph at
their hands and enhanced their position by being its advocates. He thus enabled
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them to achieve miraculous victories, unparalleled in history.

Abu Ialflah, one of the Prophet’s Companions, after reading this verse, said to his
sons: “I see that God has ordered us to go on jihad whether we are young or elderly.
Prepare my equipment.” His sons protested: “You fought in all the battles with the
Prophet until he passed away, and you fought with Abta Bakr until he died, then
with "Umar until his death. Now let us fight do your behalf.” He refused and insisted
on doing his share. He joined an expedition by sea, but soon he died. No island was
near where he could be buried. His body remained in the boat for nine days without
showing any change of colour. They then came to an island where he was buried.

Aba Rashid al-Harrani reports: “I visited al-Miqdad ibn al-Aswad, a great warrior
and a Companion of the Prophet. I found him sitting on a wooden box, looking so
thin, but he nevertheless wanted to join an army on an expedition. I said to him: “You
are certainly excused by God.” He said: I have been reading this siirah and read
God’s order, Go forth, whether you be lightly or heavily armed, and strive in God’s cause
with your wealth and your lives.”” (Verse 41)

Al-Tabari, the famous historian also reports on the authority of Hayyan ibn Zayd
al-Shar abi: “We went on a campaign with Safwan ibn *Amr, the Governor of Hums,
until we reached a place called al-Jarajimah when I saw a man looking very old with
his eyebrows practically covering his eyes. He was from Damascus, riding his camel
and taking part in the fight. I went to him and said, “Uncle, God has certainly
excused those who are like you.” He lifted his eyebrows and said: "Nephew, God has
called upon us to go forth and strive in His cause, whether we be lightly or heavily
armed. God will test a person whom He loves, and then He will let him live. God
tests those of His servants who thank and praise Him and those who remain
steadfast in adversity, as well as those who worship God alone.””

It is with such a serious attitude to God’s words that Islam was able to march on in
the land, carrying its message which sought to liberate mankind from submission to
other creatures so that they would submit to God alone. The result was the greatest
victories ever achieved in the history of mankind.
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Manifestations of

Hypocrisy

Had there been |a prospect of] an inmmediate
gain, and a short journey, they would certainly
have followed you; but the distance was too far for
them. Yet they will swear by God: Had we been
able, we would surely have joined you.” They bring
ruin upon themselves. God fnows indeed that
they are liars. (42)

May God forgive you [Prophet]! Why did you
grant them pernssion [fo stay bebind)] before you
had come to know who were speaking the truth
and who were the liars (43)

Those who belreve in God and the I ast Day will
not ask._you to exempt them from striving with
their property and with their lwes. God has full
kenowledge as to who are the God-fearing. (44)

Only those who do not truly believe in God and
the Last Day ask you for exemption. Their
bearts are filled with donbt; and tronbled by
donb, they do waver. (45)
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Had they really intended to set out [with you),
they would surely have made some preparations
Jor that. But God was averse to their going, so He
caused them to hold back; and it was said to
thems: Stay bebind with those who stay.” (40)

Had they set out with you, they would have added
nothing to you but trouble, and wonld have
seurvied to and fro in_your maidst, seeking to sow
discord among you. There are among you somse
who wonld have lent them ear. Certainly God
has full knowledge of the wrongdoers. (47)

They had, even before this time, tied to sow
discord, and devised plots against you, until the
truth was revealed and the will of God prevailed,
10 matter how hatefil it is to them. (48)

There is anong them [many aj one who may say:
Give me leave 1o stay bebind, and do not expose
e 1o temptation.” Surely they have succunibed to
temptation.  Hell 75 certain  to  engulf  the
unbelievers. (49)

Your good fortune grieves them; but if a disaster
befalls you, they will say: We are lucky to have
taken our precantions.” Thus they tum away

reorcing. (50)

Say: Nothing will befall us except what God has
decreed. He is onr Guardian. In God alone
should the belsevers place their trust.” (51)
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Say: Are you waiting for something [bad) to
happen to us?; but [nothing may happen to us
exept] one of the two best things. On our part 1we
are waiting for God to influct upon you a sconrge,
either directly from Himself or by our hands.
W ait, then, if you will; we shall also be waiting.’
62)

Say: Whether you spend willingly or umyilling,
1t will not be accepted from: youy for you are indeed
wicked pegple.” (53)

What prevents their spending from being accepted
Jrom them is that they have disbelieved in God
and His Messenger, and they only comse to prayer
with reluctance, and never donate anything [for a
righteous canse] without being resentful. (54)

Let neither their riches nor their children rouse
your adpeiration. God only wishes to punish them
by means of these in this worldly life, and that
their souls perish while they are unbelievers. (55)

They swear by God that they belong to you, when
certainly they do not belong to you, but are pegple
overwhelpred by fear: (56)

If only they could find a place of shelter, or cavern,
or any hiding place, they would rush headlong into

it (57)
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Among them there are those who speak il of you
concerning the distribution of chariy. If they are
given a share of i, they are pleased, but if no share
7s given to them, they are enraged. (58)

Yet [how mmch better it would have been for
them| had they contented themselves with what
God and His Messenger have given them, and
said: ‘God is sufficient for us. God will give us out
of His bounty, and so too will Flis Messenger. To
God alone do we turn in hope.” (59)

Charitable donations are only for the poor and
the needy, and those who work in  the
adprinistration of such donations, and those whose
hearts are to be won over, for the freeing of peple
i bondage and debtors, and to further God's
canse, and for the traveller in need. This is a duty
ordained by God, and God is Al- knowing,
Wise. (60)

And among them are others who burt the
Prophet and say: He is all ear.” Say: He is an
ear listening to what is good for you. He believes
in God, trusts the believers and he s a mercy to
those of you who are true believers.” Those who
burt - God’s - Messenger  shall - have ~ painful

suffering. (61)

They swear to you by God in order to please you.
Yer it is God and His Messenger that they
should strive to please, if indeed they are belzevers.
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©2)

Do they not know that anyone who defies God
and His Messenger shall have the fire of hel
therein to abide? That is the ultimate disgrace.
©63)

The hypocrites dread lest a sirah be revealed
about thens, making dlear to them what is really
i their hearts. Say: Scoff, if you will; God will
surely bring to light the very thing you are
dreading.” (64)

Should you question them, they will say: We
have only been indulging in idle talk and jesting.’
Say: Was it, then, at God, His revelations and
His Messenger that you have been mwocking?’
65)

Martke no excuses. You have disbelieved affer you
have professed to be believers. Though We may
pardon some of you, We shall punish others, on
account of their being guilfy. (66)

The hypocrites, both men and women, are all of a
kind. They enjoin what is wrong and forbid what
75 1ight, and tighten their fists. They have forgotten
God and so He has chosen to forget them. Surely
the Iypocrites are the transgressors. (07)

God has promised the Iypocrites, both men and
women, and the unbelievers the fire of bell, where
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they shall abide. 1t shall be sufficient for them.
God has rejected thems, and theirs is a lasting
torment. (68)

Yours is just like the case of those before yon.
They were more powerful than you and had
greater wealth and more dhildren. They enjoyed
their share. And you bave been enjoying your
share, just as those who preceded you enjoyed their
share; and you have been indulging in idle talk
st like they did. Their works have come fo
nothing in this world and shall come to nothing in

the life to comse. 'They are indeed the losers. (69)

Have they not heard the histories of these who
preceded them, such as Noah’s peaple, ‘Ad and
Thanuid, and Abrahant’s pegple, and the folk of
Madyan and the ruined cities? 'Their messengers
came to them with dear evidence of the truth. It
was not God who wronged thens; it was they who
wronged themselyes. (70)

The belrevers, men and women, are friends to one
another: they enjoin what is right and forbid what
is wrong; they attend to their prayers, and pay
their 2akat, and obey God and His Messenger.
It is on these that God will have mercy. Surel,
God is Alpighty, Wise. (71)

God has pronuised the belrevers, men and womzen,
gardens through which running waters flow, where

they will abide, and goodly diwellings in the garden
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of Eden. Yet God's acceptance is the greatest
blessing of all. This s indeed the supremse

trinmph. (72)

Prophet, strive hard against the unbelievers and
the hypocrites, and press hard on them. Their
ultimate abode is hell, and how vile a_journey’s
end. (73)

They swear by God that they have said nothing
[wrong]. Yet they certainly uttered the word of
unbelief;, and disbelreved affer they had professed to

submiit to God, for they aimed at something which

they could not attain. They had no reason to be
spitefl, except that God and His Messenger had
enriched them out of Fis bounty. If they repent, it
will be for their own good; but if they turn away,

God will canse them to endure grievous suffering
boty in this world and in the life to come. They
shall find none on this earth to be their friend or
1o give them support. (14)

Some of them have pledged to God: If He gives
us of His bounty, we will certainly spend in
charity, and we will be anong the righteous.” (75)

But when He had given them of His bounty they
graw niggardly and turmed away, beedless [of their

Pldes]. (76)

In consequence, He caused hypocrisy to take root
wn their hearts t4ll the Day on which they will meet
Him, becanse they have been untrue to the pledges
they made to God, and becanse of the lies they
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used 1o tell. (77)

Do they not realize that God knows both their
secret  thoughts and what they talk about in
private, and that God has full knowledge of all
things that are hidden away? (78)

1¢ is those hypocrites that taunt the believers who
donate freeby, as well as those who have nothing fo
give except what they earn through their toil, and
deride them all. God derides them, and grievous
suffering awaits them. (79)

You may pray for their forgiveness or may not
pray for them, [for it will all be the same]. Even if
You were fo pray seventy tines for their forgiveness,

God will not forgive them, for they have denied

God and His Messenger. God does not guide

these who are transgressors. (80)

Those who were left bebind rejoiced at having
stayed at home after [the departure of] God's
Messenger, for they were averse o striving with
their property and their lives in God's cause. '1hey
said [to one another]: Do not go to war in this
heat.” Say: “Lhe fire of hell is far hotter.” Wonld
that they understood. (81)

They shall langh but a little, and they will weep
maneh, in vetum for what they have earmed. (82)

If God brings you back and you meet some of
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them, and then they ask leave to go forth with
you, say: Never shall you go forth with me, nor
shall you fight an enenry with me. You were
happy to stay bebind on the first occasion, so you
stay now with those who remain bebind.” (83)

You shall not pray for any of them who dies, and
you shall not stand by his grave. For they have
dented God and His Messenger and died as
hardened sinners. (84)

Let neither their riches nor their children exvite
your adprration. God only wishes to punish them

by means of these in the life of this world, and that

their souls perish while they are unbelievers. (85)

When a sirab was revealed from on high calling
on them 1o beleve in God and to strive alongside
His Messenger, those of them who were well able
10 do so asked you to give them leave and said to
you: Allow us to stay with those who remain
bebind.” (86)

They are well-pleased to remain with those who

are left bebind. And their hearts are sealed, so
that they are unable to understand the truth. (87)

But the Messenger and those who have beleved
with him strive hard in God’s canse with their
property and their lives. These shall have all the
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good things. These shall certainly prosper. (88)

God has prepared for them gardens through
which running waters flow, where they shall abide.
That is the supreme trinngph. (89)

Some of the Bedouins who had excuses to offer
turned up, begging to be granted exengption; while
those who dented God and His Messenger stayed
bebind. Grievous suffering shall befall those of
them that disbelieved. (90)

INo blame shall be attached to the weak, the sick
or these who do not have the means, if they are
sincere towards God and His Messenger. 'There

75 10 cause to reproach those who do good. God is
Much-forgiving, Merciful. (91)

Nor shall those be blanmed who, when they canme
1o request you_for transport and you said: T have
1o means of transporting you, turmed away with
their eyes overflowing with tears, sad that they did
not have the means to cover their expenses. (92)

But blame shall certainly attach only to these who
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ask_you for exenption even though they are rich.
They are well pleased to be with those who are left
bebind. God has sealed their hearts, so that they
have no knowledge. (93)

They shall come to you with their excuses when

you retun to them. Say: Do not offer any
excuses, for we shall not beleve you. God has
already enlightened us about you. God will see
how you act, and so will His Messenger; and in
the end you shall be brought before Himz who
knows all that is beyond the reach of human
perception, and all that is manifest when He will
tell you what you used to do.” (94)

When you return to them they will swear fo you
by God so that you may let them be. 1 et them be,
then: they are unclean. Hell shall be their abode
i recompense for what they used to do. (95)

They swear to you trying to make you pleased
with them. Should you be pleased with them,
God shall never be pleased with such transgressing
Jolk. (96)
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Distinguishing True Believers from Liars

At this point the siirah speaks about certain groups that demonstrated weakness,
but it reserves more space for exposing the hypocrites who pretended to believe in
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order to join the Muslim ranks after Islam had shown its strength and looked certain
to triumph. They felt it safer to bow their heads to Islam so as to acquire whatever
they might by way of other gain. Simultaneously, and with open hostility no longer
feasible, they could also undermine the Muslim community from within. Here, then,
we will encounter all those aspects of weakness to which we referred in the Prologue.

Had there been [a prospect of] an immediate gain, and a short journey, they would
certainly have followed you,; but the distance was too far for them. Yet they will swear
by God: "Had we been able, we would surely have joined you.” They bring ruin upon
themselves. God knows indeed that they are liars. May God forgive you [Prophet]!
Why did you grant them permission [to stay behind] before you had come to know
who were speaking the truth and who were the liars. Those who believe in God and the
Last Day will not ask you to exempt them from striving with their property and with
their lives. God has full knowledge as to who are the God-fearing. Only those who do
not truly believe in God and the Last Day ask you for exemption. Their hearts are
filled with doubt; and troubled by doubt, they do waver. Had they really intended to
set out [with you], they would surely have made some preparations for that. But God
was averse to their going, so He caused them to hold back; and it was said to them:
Stay behind with those who stay.” Had they set out with you, they would have added
nothing to you but trouble, and would have scurried to and fro in your midst, seeking
to sow discord among you. There are among you some who would have lent them ear.
Certainly God has full knowledge of the wrongdoers. They had, even before this time,
tried to sow discord, and devised plots against you, until the truth was revealed and
the will of God prevailed, no matter how hateful it is to them. (Verses 42-48)

The first thing highlighted here is that had the situation involved the prospect of
immediate gain or the undertaking of a short journey, which represented no serious
risk, they would have joined the Prophet. But the undertaking was not an easy one.
The destination was much too far for those with a weak resolve and a frail aptitude
for glory. The effort required was not for those with weak hearts. People were called
upon to rise to a great occasion, one which would prove their metal. Hence we find
in the community a type of people that we encounter across all generations: “Had
there been [a prospect of] an immediate gain, and a short journey, they would certainly have
followed you; but the distance was too far for them.” (Verse 42)

Countless people turn their backs when they see a road leading to a high summit.
When they realize that it is a long way that they must traverse, they withdraw,
preferring to seek immediate gain, petty as it may be. Such people are found in every
community and in all generations. They are not a small group found in the Madinah
community only; they are encountered everywhere. They languish on the margins of
life, although they may think that they have attained their goals without having to
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pay a hefty price. A paltry price can only buy what is trivial, worthless.

17

“They will swear by God: 'Had we been able, we would surely have joined you.”” (Verse
42) Lying goes hand in hand with cowardice and weakness. Only the weak and faint-
hearted resort to lies, even though they may occasionally appear to command
considerable power. A strong person will not hesitate to face any eventuality head
on, while the weak will always remain evasive. It is a rule that never fails. “They bring
ruin upon themselves.” (Verse 42) They certainly ruin themselves by their false
swearing which they imagine will save them in the eyes of other people. However,
God knows the truth and He reveals it to mankind. Thus the liar is ruined in this life
by the effects of his falsehood and he ruins himself in the hereafter when he cannot
deny his true motives before God, because “God knows indeed that they are liars.”

(Verse 42)

“May God forgive you [Prophet]! Why did you grant them permission [to stay behind]
before you had come to know who were speaking the truth and who were the liars?” (Verse
43) Here we have an example of God’s kindness as He begins with stating His
pardon before His reproach. Those hypocrites who stayed behind were able to hide
their true colours when the Prophet allowed them to stay behind after they had
presented their excuses. This was a chance to expose their falsehood, because they
would have stayed behind anyway, even though the Prophet would have withheld
his permission. They would have been seen as they truly were, without their false
guise.

But since this did not happen, the Qur’an exposes them and states clearly the rules
which distinguish the true believers from the hypocrites: “Those who believe in God and
the Last Day will not ask you to exempt them from striving with their property and with their
lives. God has full knowledge as to who are the God-fearing. Only those who do not truly
believe in God and the Last Day ask you for exemption. Their hearts are filled with doubt; and
troubled by doubt, they do waver.” (Verses 44-45)

This is the rule which will never fail. Those who believe in God and in the Day of
Judgement do not wait for permission in order to fight for God’s cause. They will not
hesitate to answer the call to strive hard, offering their wealth and their lives. They
will rush to respond, whether they are lightly or heavily armed, as God has
commanded. They obey Him, assured that they will meet Him on the Day of
Judgement, certain of His reward, and hoping to win His pleasure. They are quick to
volunteer, and so they do not need any encouragement, let alone special permission.
Those who seek permission are the ones whose hearts have little faith. Hence they
slacken, seeking all kinds of excuses. Indeed they hope for something to happen
which will prevent them from fulfilling the tasks required by the faith they pretend
to have, when they are waverers, full of doubt.
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The way leading to God’s pleasure is straight and clearly marked. Only a person
who does not know the way, or one who knows it but tries to avoid its hardship, is
reluctant to follow it. Those who stayed behind at the time of the Tabtuk Expedition
were able to join the army, had they wished to do so. They had all the means at their
disposal. Among them were people like *Abdullah ibn Ubayy and al-Jadd ibn Qays,
both of whom were rich and from among the nobility. “Had they really intended to set
out [with you], they would surely have made some preparations for that. But God was averse
to their going.” (Verse 46)

This is due to what He knew of their nature and their hypocrisy, as well as their ill
intentions towards the believers, as we will see. Hence, “He caused them to hold back,”
and did not give them the motivation to set forth with the believers. So, “it was said to
them: ‘Stay behind with those who stay.””” (Verse 46) Thus they stayed behind with the
elderly, the women and the children who were not required to fight. This is the right
place for faint-hearted waverers who lack faith.

However, this was certainly better for Islam and the Muslims: “Had they set out
with you, they would have added nothing to you but trouble, and would have scurried to and
fro in your midst, seeking to sow discord among you. There are among you some who would
have lent them ear. Certainly God has full knowledge of the wrongdoers.” (Verse 47)

Wavering hearts are likely to spread cowardice and reluctance to meet the enemy.
Traitors are a real danger to any army. Had those hypocrites set out with the Muslim
army, they would not have added to the strength of the Muslims. Indeed they would
only have added chaos and trouble, and they would have scurried to and fro, sewing
discord and counselling retreat. At that time, there were among the Muslims some
who would listen to them, thinking them to be honest in their counsel. However,
God who takes care of His message and extends His protection to those who are
dedicated believers, spared the Muslims all this by letting the hypocrites stay behind:
“Certainly God has full knowledge of the wrongdoers.” (Verse 47) The description,
wrongdoers, in this instance means ‘the idolaters,” which in effect means that they
also belong to the idolaters.

Their past confirms their evil intentions and their lack of faith. They had opposed
God’s Messenger exerting their utmost in such opposition. When all their opposition
and schemes were foiled, they declared their acceptance of his message, but deep at
heart they lacked belief: “They had, even before this time, tried to sow discord, and devised
plots against you, until the truth was revealed and the will of God prevailed, no matter how
hateful it is to them.” (Verse 48)

This was at the time the Prophet Muhammad (peace be upon him) migrated to
Madinah and before God enabled him to achieve victory over his enemies. Then the
truth triumphed and God’s word was supreme. The hypocrites had to bow before it,
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hateful as that was to them. However, they remained on the look out for a chance to
cause trouble for the Muslims.

Absurdity Carried Too Far

The siirah goes on to report some of their fabricated excuses and to expose their ill
intentions towards the Prophet and the Muslim community: “There is among them
[many a] one who may say: ‘Give me leave to stay behind, and do not expose me to
temptation.” Surely they have succumbed to temptation. Hell is certain to engulf the
unbelievers. Your good fortune grieves them; but if a disaster befalls you, they will say: ‘We
are lucky to have taken our precautions.” Thus they turn away rejoicing. Say: ‘Nothing will
befall us except what God has decreed. He is our Guardian. In God alone should the believers
place their trust.” Say: ‘Are you waiting for something [bad] to happen to us?; but [nothing
may happen to us except] one of the two best things. On our part we are waiting for God to
inflict upon you a scourge, either directly from Himself or by our hands. Wait, then, if you
will; we shall also be waiting.”” (Verses 49-52)

It is authentically reported by several authorities that one day when the Prophet
was making preparations for the Tabuk Expedition, he said to al-Jadd ibn Qays, of
the Salamah clan: “What would you say, Jadd, to a confrontation with the
Byzantines?” He answered: “Or would you rather excuse me, Messenger of God, so
that I am not exposed to temptation? My people are aware that no one is more fond
of women than me. I fear that should I see the Byzantine women, I would not be able
to resist them.” The Prophet turned away from him and said: “You are excused.” It is
to al-Jadd ibn Qays that this verse refers.

This is typical of the absurd excuses proffered by the hypocrites. What answer has
the Qur’an for them? “Surely they have succumbed to temptation. Hell is certain to engulf
the unbelievers.” (Verse 49) The surah portrays here a scene in which temptation is
shown like an abyss in which the tempted fall, and behind them stands hell ready to
engulf them, blocking all openings for escape. This image suggests that they have
committed an unmitigated sin and that their punishment is inevitable. It is a
punishment for their falsehood, staying behind at a time of war and offering such
absurd excuses. It confirms their total lack of faith, despite the fact that they were
keen to pretend that they believed in God and His Messenger.

They certainly do not wish the Prophet or the Muslims well. They are grieved
when the Prophet and the Muslims meet good fortune: “Your good fortune grieves
them.” (Verse 50) Indeed they are so happy when misfortune or a disaster befalls the
believers, or when they encounter hardship: “If a disaster befalls you, they will say: ‘We
are lucky to have taken our precautions.” (Verse 50) Thus they consider having stayed
behind when the Muslims left to fight the Byzantines a wise precaution. “Thus they
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turn away rejoicing.” (Verse 50) They are so pleased that they have ensured their own
safety and did not expose themselves to the hardship the Muslims endured.

Their attitude shows their superficial outlook. They consider any hardship to be
evil which must be avoided at all costs. They think that they make great gain by
staying behind. Their hearts are devoid of any element of submission to God and
accepting His will, believing it to be for their own good. A true believer does his best,
fearing no outcome, because he believes that whatever good or evil he experiences is
tied to God’s will, and that God will help him and grant him success: “Say: ‘Nothing
will befall us except what God has decreed. He is our Guardian. In God alone should the
believers place their trust.”” (Verse 51)

God has promised the Muslims eventual victory. Therefore whatever hardship
they are made to suffer, and however hard their test appears to be, they are being
prepared for their promised victory. The believers will certainly have their victory
after they have passed their test. It will come by the means God has ordained so that
it is treated as a valuable, not a cheap, victory. Thus the Muslims will defend their
position of honour, ready to give any sacrifice for it. It is God who gives help and
grants victory: “In God alone should the believers place their trust.” (Verse 51)

To believe in God’s will and to rely on Him totally are in no way contradictory
with making all the necessary preparations. God gives us a very clear order when He
says: “Make ready against them whatever force and war mounts you can muster.” (8: 60)
Placing one’s trust in God truly means carrying out His orders, taking all necessary
precautions, and understanding the laws He has set into operation without allowing
them to deviate from their respective courses in order to please any human being.

It should be mentioned that a believer will only get what is good for him, whether
he achieves victory or martyrdom. An unbeliever will only end up with what is evil,
whether he is made to taste God’s punishment directly or at the hands of the
believers: “Say: ‘Are you waiting for something [bad] to happen to us?; but [nothing may
happen to us except] one of the two best things. On our part we are waiting for God to inflict
upon you a scourge, either directly from Himself or by our hands. Wait, then, if you will; we
shall also be waiting.”” (Verse 52)

What do the hypocrites expect to happen to the believers? It will be something
good anyway. They will either achieve victory which causes God’s word to triumph,
and this would be the believers’ reward in this life; or else, they will achieve
martyrdom, which secures for them the highest position with God. What do the
believers expect to happen to the hypocrites? It will only be a calamity which
overpowers them as happened to earlier unbelievers; or else, they will be defeated
and humiliated at the hands of the believers, as happened to the idolaters. They are
to wait, then, because the Muslims will be waiting as well. The end will certainly be
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in favour of the believers.

Possessed by Fear

Some of the hypocrites who tried to stay behind, hoping to spare themselves
hardship, offered to help finance the campaign. In this way, they were holding the
stick in the middle, like all hypocrites do at all times. God foiled their attempt and
instructed His Messenger to declare that their spending was unacceptable by God.
Their offers were motivated by fear and hypocrisy, not by genuine faith. Hence, even
if the offer were made voluntarily to deceive the Muslims, or they were forced to
make it for fear of being exposed for what they truly were, it was of no value. It was
rejected by God and earned them no reward whatsoever: ‘Say: ‘Whether you spend
willingly or unwillingly, it will not be accepted from you; for you are indeed wicked people.’
What prevents their spending from being accepted from them is that they have disbelieved in
God and His Messenger, and they only come to prayer with reluctance, and never donate
anything [for a righteous cause] without being resentful.” (Verses 53-54)

This detailed description is true of all hypocrites wherever they happen to be.
They are always full of fear, sly, deviant, making pretences that are void of all
substance. They are keen to give a false impression in order to escape confrontation.
The Qur’an describes them very accurately: “They only come to prayer with reluctance.”
(Verse 54) They only put up false appearances, and do not approach prayer with
sincerity which would enhance their honesty. Hence, they are reluctant when they
pray, because they are forced to do it. They have no real motivation to pray, except to
impress the Muslims that they belong to them, when in reality they do not. The same
is the case with what they spend. It is all a question of appearances.

God does not accept such false pretences which are not motivated by true faith.
Indeed it is the motive which gives value to any action, and the intention behind it
provides the standard by which it is judged.

Many of those hypocrites were people of affluence, having many children and
occupying positions of nobility and honour in their tribes. All this counts for nothing
with God and so it should be with His Messenger and the community of believers.
Such privileges were not a bounty given to them by God to enjoy; they were only a
means of trial which would ensure their punishment: “Let neither their riches nor their
children rouse your admiration. God only wishes to punish them by means of these in this

4

worldly life, and that their souls perish while they are unbelievers.” (Verse 55)

Wealth and children may be a blessing that God grants to any one of His servants
when He guides them to be grateful for what they have been granted and to use it for
good purposes. Whatever they do with God’s bounty, it is motivated by their desire
to please God, and this gives them a feeling of security and reassurance. They are
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thus certain of the outcome: whenever they donate something they feel it a saving for
their life to come, and when a calamity befalls their children or their wealth, they
accept it with resignation. This gives them new reassurance and hope that God will
replace their loss with something better.

On the other hand, wealth and children may be a trial by means of which God
tests any of His servants whom He knows to be wicked at heart. Concerns about his
wealth and children will soon give him a taste of hell, while his desire to protect
what he has been given and to increase it gives him many a sleepless night. He
spends his money on what will hurt him and cause his soul to perish. He will be
miserable when his children fall ill, and he will be miserable when they recover.
Numerous indeed are the ones who suffer in different ways on account of their
children.

The hypocrites at the time of the Prophet, and those who are like them
everywhere, may have plenty of wealth and plenty of children, which people may
admire. Yet to them they are only a cause of suffering in one way or another. This
suffering is their lot in this life. What is worse is that, because of their hypocrisy
which is perfectly known to God, they are certain to end up dying as unbelievers.
This abyss is the worst outcome that any human being can experience.

The statement, “and that their souls perish,” imparts its connotations to give us a
sense of restless, perturbed souls, lacking all sense of security. They try to escape but
are lost, perished. This impression fits in well with that of suffering as a result of
having wealth and children. It is, then, all worry and misery in this life as well as the
life to come. No one can be envied for such appearances which involve a very hard
test indeed.

The hypocrites tried to place themselves in the ranks of believers, not because of
their faith — for they had none — but because of fear coupled with hope and
expectation. Hence they would swear that they were believers and that they were
convinced of the truth of Islam. This siirah exposes their reality. Hence it is described
as “the surah which reveals the reality,” since it shatters falsehood and tears off the
mask of hypocrisy: “They swear by God that they belong to you, when certainly they do not
belong to you, but are people overwhelmed by fear. If only they could find a place of shelter, or
cavern, or any hiding place, they would rush headlong into it.” (Verses 56-57)

They are indeed cowards, and here we are presented with a very vivid picture of
their cowardice. It is painted in a physical and mental sweep: “If only they could find a
place of shelter, or cavern, or any hiding place, they would rush headlong into it.” (Verse 57)
They will always look for a shelter, whatever it may be, a fort or a cave or even a
tunnel, as long as it gives them protection from an imminent calamity. They are in
terrible fear, chased by internal and spiritual cowardice. Hence, “They swear by God
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that they belong to you,” (Verse 56) using all means of emphasis and assertion in order
to cover up what they harbour at heart. They only hope to ensure their safety. It is a
very miserable picture of cowardly fear which only the unique style of the Qur’an
can depict as it shows the inner feelings of hearts vividly brought before our eyes.

Contented with God’s Gifts

The siurah continues its discussion of the hypocrites’ attitude and what they may
say or do, betraying their real feelings and intentions, hard as they may try to hide
them. Some of them speak ill of the Prophet’s way of distributing charitable
donations, with an implicit accusation of injustice, when he always maintained the
highest moral standard. Some say that he listens to any speaker and believes
whatever is said to him, when he is in fact most discerning, wise and thoughtful.
Some utter a wicked mouthful in private, and when it becomes known, he tries to
shelter himself by lies, making false oaths to escape punishment. Some are always in
fear lest revelations should give them away, and their reality become known to all
Muslims.

Here, the siirah exposes the true nature of both hypocrisy and the hypocrites. Their
case is linked to that of the unbelievers which was discussed earlier. Those
unbelievers were destroyed after having enjoyed their portion for a time. Thus the
difference between them and the believers is clearly shown.

Among them there are those who speak ill of you concerning the distribution of
charity. If they are given a share of it, they are pleased, but if no share is given to them,
they are enraged. Yet [how much better it would have been for them] had they
contented themselves with what God and His Messenger have given them, and said:
‘God is sufficient for us. God will give us out of His bounty, and so too will His
Messenger: To God alone do we turn in hope.” Charitable donations are only for the
poor and the needy, and those who work in the administration of such donations, and
those whose hearts are to be won over, for the freeing of people in bondage and debtors,
and to further God'’s cause, and for the traveller in need. This is a duty ordained by
God, and God is All-knowing, Wise. (Verses 58-60)

Some of the hypocrites may hurt the Prophet accusing him of injustice when it
comes to the distribution of charitable donations, implying that he favours certain
people. They do not say this for any love of justice, or to express their enthusiasm for
the truth and the values of faith. They only make their claims for vested interests and
ulterior motives: “If they are given a share of it, they are pleased.” (Verse 58) They would
not care then about justice, the rights of others or about religious values, because they
would have had their share, and that is all that counts with them. “But if no share is
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given to them, they are enraged.” (Verse 58)

There are several reports about the immediate incident which led to the revelation
of this verse. They refer to particular people who spoke ill of the Prophet and his
undoubtedly fair distribution of material benefits. One of these reports is related by
al-Bukhari and al-Nasa’l on the authority of Aba Sa'id al-Khudri who said: “The
Prophet was sharing out something when Dhu’l-Khuwaysir al-Tamimi came forward
and said: “Be fair, Messenger of God.” The Prophet said to him: “Who would be fair
if I am unfair?” “Umar ibn al-Khattab said to the Prophet: “Allow me to strike his
head off.” The Prophet said: “Leave him alone. He has companions compared to
whom you may think very little of your prayer and fasting, yet they split away from
the faith as an arrow penetrates into game.” Abt Sa'id says that it is concerning them
that this verse was revealed.

Another report quotes “Abdullah ibn Mas'ad, the Prophet's Companion, as
saying: “When the Prophet distributed the spoils of war after the Battle of Hunayn, I
heard a man saying, “This distribution has not been done for God’s sake.” I went to
the Prophet and mentioned this to him. He said: ‘May God bestow His mercy on
Moses. He was accused of what is worse than this, but he tolerated it patiently.’
Following this incident this verse was revealed: “Among them there are those who speak
ill of you concerning the distribution of charity.” (Verse 58)

Another report attributed to Dawtd ibn Abi “Agim says: “A sum of money given
in charity was brought to the Prophet and he sent a share of it here and a share there
until it was all gone. A man from the Ansar who saw this said: "This is unfair.” This
verse was then revealed.”

Qatadah, a leading commentator on the Qur’an, says in his explanation of this
verse: “Some of them would criticize the Prophet as to the distribution of charity. It
has been mentioned that a Bedouin who had only recently embraced Islam came to
the Prophet when he was sharing out some gold and silver. He said to him:
*Muhammad, if God has ordered you to be fair, then you have not been fair.” The
Prophet said: “Look what you are saying! Who would be fair to you if I am not?"”

Be that as it may, the Qur’an tells us that the statement was made by some
hypocrites who had no qualms about the implementation of religious values. They
only expressed their anger at not having been given a share. This is the clearest proof
of their hypocrisy. No one who truly believes in Islam would entertain any doubt
about the fairness of the Prophet Muhammad (peace be upon him) who was
renowned for his truthfulness and honesty long before he started to receive the
divine message. Fairness and justice is a branch of the trust God has assigned to all
believers, but more so to His messengers who call on mankind to be believers. It is
clear that these Qur’anic statements refer to certain events and incidents that had
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happened earlier. However, they relate these within the context of the expedition to
Tabiik in order to describe the nature of all hypocrites at all times.

Within the same context, the surah outlines the attitude that befits true believers:
“Yet [how much better it would have been for them] had they contented themselves with what
God and His Messenger have given them, and said: ‘God is sufficient for us. God will give us
out of His bounty, and so too will His Messenger. To God alone do we turn in hope.””
59)

(Verse

Such are the attitudes and the manners that befit true believers. They accept with
complete satisfaction whatever division is made by God and His Messenger. It is not
a forced acceptance. They feel that whatever God gives them is good and sufficient,
and He will certainly give His servants what will satisfy them. They hope for God’s
grace and bounty, and seek His pleasure with complete devotion, free from any
expectation of material gain. Such are the proper manners of true believers. Of course
these manners are unknown to hypocrites who have never experienced the
happiness generated by faith in God and His Messenger. Never had the light of faith
shined in their hearts.

Fair Distribution Ordered by God

Having established the right attitude a Muslim should have towards God and His
Messenger, which is an attitude of total acceptance of their judgement in all
situations, the siirah makes clear that the final decision on the distribution of charity
does not belong to the Prophet. It is all God’s decision, and it is He who determines
which groups of people are entitled to receive a share. The Prophet’s role is only to
execute what God has ruled. Obligatory donations are taken from the rich in
tulfilment of God’s commandment, and they are given to the poor also in fulfilment
of His same commandment. Its beneficiaries are certain groups of people specified in
the Qur’an. There can be no addition to, or reduction from, these groups by anyone,
not even the Prophet himself.

Charitable donations are only for the poor and the needy, and those who work in the
administration of such donations, and those whose hearts are to be won over, for the
freeing of people in bondage and debtors, and to further God’s cause, and for the
traveller in need. This is a duty ordained by God, and God is All-knowing, Wise.
(Verse 60)

Thus zakat, which is referred to here as “charitable donations’, occupies its
important position in Islamic law and the Islamic social system. It is not given as a
favour by those from whom it is due, but is rather an incumbent duty. Nor is it given
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as a gift in an amount determined by the one who distributes it, but rather its amount
is properly calculated. It is a major Islamic duty collected by the state in order to fulfil
a particular social service. The one who gives it does not hold a favour for doing so,
and the beneficiary does not have to beg for it. No, the Islamic social system could
never be based on begging.

The basis of the Islamic system is work, in all its various ways. It is the duty of the
Muslim state to make sure that anyone who is able to work has a job. It should
provide training opportunities, and it should take the necessary measures for job
creation. Furthermore, it should ensure that those who work receive fair wages.
Those who are able to work have no claim to zakat, because zakat is a social security
tax that functions between those who are able and those who are deprived. The state
administers its collection and distribution when any society runs its affairs on the
basis of Islam, putting God’s law into effect, seeking no law or social system other
than that devised by God.

"Abdullah ibn “Umar quotes the Prophet as saying: “Charity is not lawful to be
given to anyone who is rich or to anyone who is strong and fit.” Two men came to
the Prophet and asked him to give them a share of zakat. When he looked at them
carefully, he found them strong and able. He said to them: “If you wish I will give
you, but you should know that no one who is rich or able to work and earn has any
claim to a share in it.”

Zakat is a branch of the Islamic system of social security, and this system is far
wider and more comprehensive than zakat, because it works along several lines that
comprise all aspects of life and all sides of human ties. Zakat is only an important one
of these lines.

Zakat is collected at the rate of one-tenth, or a half or a quarter of one-tenth of the
principal property, depending on the type of property held. It is collected from
everyone who owns more than the threshold of zakat when a year has passed since
he or she has had that threshold. This means that most members of the community
make their contribution to the Zakat Fund. The proceeds are then spent according to
the system outlined in the verse we are discussing. The first groups of its
beneficiaries are the poor and the needy. The poor are those who have less than what
they need to live on. The needy are also in the same position, but they do not show
their need or ask for help.

Some among the people who qualify as zakat payers and pay their zakit one year
may find their position has changed the following year. Their property may have
decreased and they may not have enough for their needs. Thus they qualify as zakat
beneficiaries. Some may not have ever paid any zakat but they nevertheless qualify as
beneficiaries. In both these cases we see zakat as a means of social security. However,
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it is first and foremost a duty imposed by God. A human soul is purified as one pays
zakat as a form of worship. It is purged of all traces of miserliness, and it triumphs
over its love to retain money and property.

The Beneficiaries of Zakat

Let us now look at the groups who should benefit by zakat. “Charitable donations are
only for the poor and the needy, and those who work in the administration of such donations.”
(Verse 60) We have already explained who the poor and the needy are. The third
group of beneficiaries are the people who actually work in the collection and
distribution of zakat.

“And those whose hearts are to be won over.” This description applies to several
groups of people. Among them may be people who are newcomers to Islam and it is
felt that they may be helped to consolidate their conviction of its truth. Also included
in this category are those whom we hope to win over to the faith. Similarly, we may
include here people who have already become Muslim, but we may give them zakat
money to win over some of their colleagues and friends who may start to think about
Islam when they see that those who have become Muslim are being given gifts.

There are differences among scholars as to whether this category of beneficiaries
still exists, given the fact that Islam has firmly established itself. The fact is that, given
the nature of the Islamic system and the various situations in which the Muslim
community may find itself, there may often be a need to pay zakat to some
individuals or group of people under this heading. The purpose may be either to
strengthen their resolve to follow Islam, if they are being subjected to discrimination
on account of having adopted Islam, or to help them formulate a favourable idea
about Islam. This may apply to people who are not Muslim themselves, but may
render some service to Islam by speaking favourably of it in their own circles. When
we consider this we recognize how God’s wisdom takes good care of the Muslims in
all situations.

“For the freeing of people in bondage.” In olden days, slavery was an international
system where captives of war were enslaved. There was no escape from this system
where it had to be applied on the basis of “an eye for an eye,” until the world could
get rid of that system and replace it with something that does not involve enslaving
anyone. This portion of zakat funds was used to help anyone who could buy his own
freedom in return for a sum of money which he would pay to his master.
Alternatively, slaves would be bought with zakit funds and then set free by the
Muslim authorities.

“And debtors.” This category includes anyone who has incurred debts for a
purpose that does not involve committing a sin. They are helped in the repayment of
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their debts, instead of forcing them to go bankrupt, as happens in a materialistic
civilization where business people who are unable to repay their debts have no other
option. Islam is a system based on social security, where no honourable human being
is left to go by the wayside, and no honest person is lost. Under man-made law, or
should we say the law of the jungle, people are allowed to eat one another like fish,
although they give the process a legal guise.

“To further Gods cause.” Under this heading any activity which brings benefit to the
Muslim community and serves the advancement of God’s cause may be included.

“And for the traveller in need.” This includes anyone who might have spent or lost
his money while on a journey. He is given what will see him home, even though he
may be rich in his hometown.

This is then the zakat system which some people criticize these days, describing it
as a system of begging and handouts. It is simply a social duty, discharged in the
form of an act of Islamic worship, to purge people’s hearts of all traces of miserliness
and a grudging love of money. It establishes a bond of mutual care and compassion
between all people in the Muslim community. It gives human life an element of
loving care while providing a comprehensive system of social security. It retains at
the same time its essential nature of being an act of worship which strengthens the
bond between man and God, as well as the social human bond.

It is after all: “a duty ordained by God,” who knows what is good for humanity and

who provides the best system for it based on His wisdom. For, “God is All-knowing,
Wise.”

The Prophet’s Care

This explanation of the zakat system and how zakat is to be distributed shows at
the same time how ignorant and ill-mannered were those people who criticized the
Prophet and made unfavourable remarks about his honesty. The sirah gives further
examples of hypocrites and what they used to say and do: “And among them are others
who hurt the Prophet and say: He is all ear.” Say: He is an ear listening to what is good for
you. He believes in God, trusts the believers and he is a mercy to those of you who are true
believers.” Those who hurt God’s Messenger shall have painful suffering.” (Verse 61)

Here their extremely bad manners in their dealings with the Prophet appear in a
different way. They find him extremely accessible, listening to all people with full
attention, and always making them welcome. He treats them as they profess to be,
without judging their intentions, as he is indeed required to do according to the
principles of his faith. They describe his exemplary attitude and refined manners by
the wrong adjectives. Describing the Prophet (peace be upon him), they say: “He is all
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ear.” By this they mean that he listens to all people, and that he can easily be taken in
by lies and false assertions. He believes anyone who is ready to swear to him, and he
accepts whatever is being said to him with a false air of conviction.

They say this to one another in order to reassure themselves that he will not see
their reality or discover their hypocrisy. They may also say it in criticism of the
Prophet because he believes the true believers who would report to him whatever
they might come to learn of the reality of the hypocrites and what they might say
about Islam, or about God’s Messenger and his genuine Companions. Various
reports confirm both attitudes as a reason for the revelation of this verse. Indeed it
may be taken to refer to either attitude. As for the hypocrites, they said these words
intending either meaning at different times.

The Qur’an uses their very words to silence them with its reply: “And among them
are others who hurt the Prophet and say: ‘He is all ear””” (Verse 61) Yes, indeed, but what
sort of ear? “Say: ‘He is an ear listening to what is good for you.”” (Verse 61) He is a good
ear, listening to what God reveals and communicating it to you as it is. In it you have
what is most beneficial to you, ensuring a very good outcome for you. Besides, he
listens to you most politely, without confronting you with your hypocrisy and
scheming, aware of all that as he certainly is.

Moreover, he “believes in God.” (Verse 61) He certainly believes what God tells him
about you and about any other people. He also “trusts the believers,” (Verse 61) and he
believes what they tell him. He knows them to be true believers and he knows that
true faith deters its adherents from saying anything false or putting up any false
appearance. But above all the Prophet is: “a mercy to those of you who are true believers.”
(Verse 61) He leads them by the hand to all that is good. “Those who hurt God’s
Messenger shall have painful suffering.” (Verse 61) That suffering will undoubtedly be
inflicted by God on anyone who hurts His Messenger. He will not allow anyone who
hurts His Messenger to escape punishment.

Dreading Exposure

“They swear to you by God in order to please you. Yet it is God and His Messenger that
they should strive to please, if indeed they are believers.” (Verse 62) They are always ready
to swear by God in order to persuade others to believe them. Here the aim of their
swearing is also to please the believers. This is typical of the hypocrites everywhere.
They say and do whatever they want behind people’s backs, but they are too
cowardly to admit to their real attitude. They will not say openly what should be
said. Hence, they try to seek every sort of cover and put on any false appearance in
the hope of pleasing other people.

“Yet it is God and His Messenger that they should strive to please, if indeed they are
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believers.” (Verse 62) Why should they care about other human beings? What power
or influence do they have? But a person who does not believe in God and does not
submit to Him will always fear and submit to a human being like him. He would be
much better off submitting to God in front of whom all people are alike. A person
who submits to God will never suffer any humiliation. The only people who are
humiliated and who feel their own inadequacy are those who turn away from God
and fear their fellow human beings.

“Do they not know that anyone who defies God and His Messenger shall have the fire of
hell, therein to abide? That is the ultimate disgrace.” (Verse 63) This is a question of
censure and rebuke. They profess to be believers, and a believer knows for certain
that there can be no offence greater than defying God and His Messenger and taking
a stand in opposition to Him. Hell stands in waiting for anyone who commits such
an offence. Moreover, humiliation is the fitting reward of rebellion. If they are truly
believers, as they claim to be, how is it then that they do not know such an
elementary fact?

They fear God’s creatures and swear to them in order to please them and to deny
what the others have heard about them. How is it, then, that they do not fear the
Creator when they hurt His Messenger and oppose the faith He has chosen for
human beings? Their attitude is the same as being at war with God Himself. Most
sublime is God for anyone to choose to be at war with Him. These verses, then,
simply magnify their wickedness and aim to strike fear into the hearts of those who
hurt God’s Messenger and scheme against His faith.

They are much too cowardly to confront the Prophet and the believers openly.
They fear that God will expose their reality and reveal their intentions to His
Messenger: “The hypocrites dread lest a siirah be revealed about them, making clear to them
what is really in their hearts. Say: Scoff if you will; God will surely bring to light the very
thing you are dreading.” Should you question them, they will say: ‘We have only been
indulging in idle talk and jesting.” Say: 'Was it, then, at God, His revelations and His
Messenger that you have been mocking?’ Make no excuses. You have disbelieved after you
have professed to be believers. Though We may pardon some of you, We shall punish others,
on account of their being quilty.” (Verses 64-66)

This is a general statement that applied to all hypocrites who feared that
revelations might be sent down to expose what they entertained in their hearts. They
would then be out on a limb, with all that they had carefully concealed being brought
out into the open. However, we have several reports of certain events that led to the
revelation of these verses.

One report tells that one of the hypocrites said: “I see that those among us who are
most keen to read the Qur’an are gluttons, liars and cowardly.” This was reported to
the Prophet. When the man learned of this, he went to the Prophet to find him
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having mounted his camel, ready to depart. He said to him: “Messenger of God, we
were only engaged in idle talk and jesting.” The Prophet said to him: “Was it, then, at
God, His revelations and His Messenger that you have been mocking? Make no excuses. You
have disbelieved after you have professed to be believers. Though We may pardon some of you,
We shall punish others, on account of their being guilty.” (Verses 65-66) As the Prophet
replied, he did not face the man who kept holding on to the Prophet’s sword, his feet
hitting the rocks.

Another report mentions that a group of hypocrites, including Wadi ah ibn Thabit,
as well as a man called Makhshi ibn Himyar, an ally of the tribe of Salamah, were
with the Muslim army when the Prophet headed for Tabtk. Some of them tried to
frighten the believers and spread doubt in their ranks. They said: “Do you think
tighting the Byzantines the same as internal warfare between Arabian tribes? We can
even now see how you will all be taken captive tomorrow and be put in chains.”
Makhshi said: “I wish we could escape with only 100 lashes each, without having
verses of the Qur’an revealed to expose us as a result of what you have said.”

The Prophet was informed of this and he said to *"Ammar ibn Yasir: “Rush to those
people for they are burnt. Ask them about what they have said and if they deny it,
tell them that they have said these very words.” "Ammar went to them and told them
exactly what the Prophet said. They came to the Prophet to apologize. Wadi'ah ibn
Thabit said to the Prophet as he mounted his camel, and Wadi ah holding its reins:
“Messenger of God, we were only talking idly and jesting.” Makhshi said:
“Messenger of God, my name and my father’s name prevented me from leaving
these people.” (This is a reference to the fact that he was only an ally occupying a
weak position.) He was the one, among those to whom this verse refers, who was
pardoned. He changed his name to “Abd al-Rahman and appealed to God to grant
him martyrdom where his body would not be found. He was killed when he was
tighting with the Muslim army at Yamamah against the apostates. His body was lost
without trace.

Another report says that a group of hypocrites were in the army going to Tabik,
and some of them said: “Does this man (meaning the Prophet) hope to take hold of
the palaces and forts of Syria? Far be it from him.” God informed His Messenger of
what they said. The Prophet ordered his Companions to have them isolated and he
came to them and confronted them with what they had said. They replied:
“Messenger of God, we were only engaged in idle talk and jesting.” God then
revealed these verses.

“We have only been indulging in idle talk and jesting.” (Verse 65) As if such important
matters which are closely related to the very fundamentals of faith can at all be the
subject of idle talk and careless jesting. Hence the reply: “Say: ‘Was it, then, at God, His
revelations and His Messenger that you have been mocking?’” (Verse 65) Their offence is
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grave indeed. Hence they are confronted with the reality that they have disbelieved
after they had professed to be believers. They are warned of grave suffering which
some of them might escape because they have hastened to declare their repentance
and were keen to maintain the path of the faithful. Others who remained hypocrites
and continued to mock at God’s revelations as well as His Messenger and His faith
could never escape that torment, on account of their being genuinely guilty.

The Trodden Path of Hypocrisy

So far, the surah has given us a number of examples of what the hypocrites said
and did, as well as the way their concepts and views are formulated. Now it moves
on to describe their true nature and their distinctive qualities which set them as a
class apart from true believers. It also defines the punishment awaiting all hypocrites:
“The hypocrites, both men and women, are all of a kind. They enjoin what is wrong and forbid
what is right, and tighten their fists. They have forgotten God and so He has chosen to forget
them. Surely the hypocrites are the transgressors. God has promised the hypocrites, both men
and women, and the unbelievers the fire of hell, where they shall abide. It shall be sufficient for
them. God has rejected them, and theirs is a lasting torment.” (Verses 67-68)

So, all the hypocrites have the same nature and the same characteristics, regardless
of the time and the place where they are found. Their actual actions and statements
may differ but they all share the same essence and go back to the same roots. They all
have the same essential characteristics: wickedness at heart, ill intentions towards
others, and evil scheming against them, because they feel themselves to be too weak
and cowardly to enter into an open confrontation, etc. Their behaviour is similarly
wicked: they urge others to do what they know to be wrong, and discourage them
from doing what is right. They are also tight-fisted with their money. They will not
give financial support to any good cause except when they need to do so in order to
give a false impression about themselves.

At the same time, they deride those who do right and belittle the committing of
wrong deeds. But in all that, they conceal their motives and notions. Whatever they
say about right and wrong, they say it in whispers, or sly remarks, ridiculing people
and slandering them, because they have no courage to confront anyone with their
true convictions. Only when they feel secure do they come out with what is truly in
their hearts.

“They have forgotten God,” (Verse 67) so they only consider their own interests and
weigh up other people’s reactions. They only fear those who are powerful among
fellow human beings. With such, they are humble and submissive. They try their best
to please them and to carry favour with them. As a result, God “has chosen to forget
them.” (Verse 67) He gives them no weight and no consideration. Such indeed is their
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situation in this life, and so it is in the life to come. People only give due importance
to those who are strong, ready to speak up and make their position clear, defending
their beliefs and trying to impress others with their ideas, and who fight or make
peace in open daylight. Such people pay little attention to human beings in order to
give all importance to the Lord of mankind. As they take their position in support of
the truth, they fear no one. Such people are given their due respect by others.

“Surely the hypocrites are the transgressors.” (Verse 67) They have abandoned the
path of faith, and chosen the path of error. Hence God promises them the same fate
as that He promised the unbelievers. That is indeed a sorrowful destiny: “God has
promised the hypocrites, both men and women, and the unbelievers the fire of hell, where they
shall abide. It shall be sufficient for them.” (Verse 68) It is a fitting recompense for their
crimes. There is no need for any other punishment. Nevertheless, they are denied
access to God’s mercy: “God has rejected them, and theirs is a lasting torment.” (Verse 68)

Such a wicked nature is not something new; it has its parallels and forerunners in
history. Previous communities had their own cases of hypocrisy. Those hypocrites of
old faced a doom which befitted their offences, after they had their apportioned
share of what this earthly life had to offer. Despite the fact that those were even more
powerful than the hypocrite Arabs and possessed greater wealth and had more
numerous children, nothing of all this was of any use to them when God inflicted His
punishment on them.

Hence the Qur’an reminds those Arabs of what happened to those communities
before them, and warns them that as they follow the same route, they are likely to
face the same outcome. If heeded, such warnings should be enough to guide them to
follow the message of truth: “Yours is just like the case of those before you. They were more
powerful than you and had greater wealth and more children. They enjoyed their share. And
you have been enjoying your share, just as those who preceded you enjoyed their share; and
you have been indulging in idle talk just like they did. Their works have come to nothing in
this world and shall come to nothing in the life to come. They are indeed the losers.” (Verse
69)

They are deluded by the fact that they have power, wealth and children. Hence
they adopt such an attitude. However, those who recognize the greatest power of
God have no such delusions about any earthly or material power. They only fear the
One who has the greatest power, and, therefore, they use their own power in
demonstrating their obedience to Him and ensuring that His word reigns supreme.
Their wealth and children do not give them any false sense of power, because they
realize that it is God who has given them these. They are keen to show their gratitude
to Him and to use what He has given them in what pleases Him. It is only those who
have taken themselves away from the source of real power that are ungrateful and
arrogant. Their style of life is that of eating and enjoyment, just like animals.
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“Their works have come to nothing in this world and shall come to nothing in the life to
come.” (Verse 69) Indeed whatever they do is worthless, because it is the same as a
plant which has no roots: it cannot stand, grow or blossom. “They are indeed the
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losers.” (Verse 69) They have ended with complete loss with nothing left for them.

The surah now makes a general address, wondering at those who follow in the
footsteps of those communities which suffered God’s punishment without learning
the lesson: “Have they not heard the histories of those who preceded them, such as Noah’s
people, "Ad and Thamiid, and Abraham’s people, and the folk of Madyan and the ruined
cities? Their messengers came to them with clear evidence of the truth. It was not God who
wronged them; it was they who wronged themselves.” (Verse 70)

The suirah then puts a question with regard to those who just seek enjoyment and
tread the path of destroyed nations: “Have they not heard the histories of those who
preceded them?” There were many of them who suffered painful doom. There were
first the people of Noah, destroyed by the great flood; and the people of *Ad, victims
of a furious wind storm, and the people of Thamud, overwhelmed by a stunning
blast. There were also the people of Abraham whose despotic ruler was destroyed,
while Abraham himself was saved by God. The folk of Madyan suffered the violent
quake and were suffocated, and the people of Lot had their cities ruined. Now have
these latter day hypocrites not heard the histories of those communities to whom
“their messengers came to them with clear evidence of the truth.” (Verse 70) But they
choose to deny such clear evidence and follow the path of error instead. Hence God
punished them for what they did: “It was not God who wronged them; it was they who
wronged themselves.” (Verse 70)

Yet the lessons of the past benefit only those who open their hearts and minds for
the contemplation of the working of the laws God has set in operation. These laws
make allowances for no one, regardless of their position. Many of those whom God
tests with power and affluence choose to overlook what happened to those before
them. So they are doomed when God’s law applies to them, and God takes them
with a mighty hand. It is often the case that those given power and wealth are
blinded to realities. Only those who serve God sincerely are spared such a blinding
attitude which spells a miserable doom.

The Believers’ Dwelling Place

In contrast to the unbelievers and the hypocrites stand the true believers. They are
characterized by their totally different nature, different behaviour and different
destiny: “The believers, men and women, are friends to one another: they enjoin what is right
and forbid what is wrong; they attend to their prayers, and pay their zakat, and obey God and
His Messenger. It is on these that God will have mercy. Surely, God is Almighty, Wise. God
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has promised the believers, men and women, gardens through which running waters flow,
where they will abide, and goodly dwellings in the garden of Eden. Yet God’s acceptance is
the greatest blessing of all. This is indeed the supreme triumph.” (Verses 71-72)

While the hypocrites are all of a kind, having the same characteristics, the
believers are by nature a community united in furthering every good thing and
promoting what is right. Despite having the same qualities, the hypocrites cannot
achieve a status of friends or community. That requires mutual solidarity which is
alien to the nature of hypocrisy. Such solidarity cannot be achieved even within a
group of hypocrites, who remain weak individuals, despite their identical qualities
and behaviour. The Qur’an points this out in describing both groups: “The hypocrites,
both men and women, are all of a kind.” (Verse 67) “The believers, men and women, are
friends to one another.” (Verse 71) An individual believer has the same qualities of the
community, where the values of solidarity and mutual care are upheld to promote
what is good and prevent what is wrong: “They enjoin what is right and forbid what is
wrong.” (Verse 71)

To achieve the goals of promoting what is good, enjoining what is right and
fighting what is wrong and evil requires close ties within the community, mutual
solidarity and true co-operation. Thus the community stands united allowing no
divisive element to have any influence on it.

Whenever division appears within the community, it must be a signal pointing to
the existence of a strange factor which is alien to its nature and its faith. There must
be a purpose or an ailment which prevents the first characteristic of the Muslim
community from taking root. That characteristic is described by God, the All-
knowing who is aware of all details: “The believers, men and women, are friends to one
another.” Their friendship motivates them to enjoin what is right and to censure and
forbid what is wrong. Their aim is to make God’s word reign supreme, and to make
their community fulfil its role in human life.

“They attend to their prayers,” for prayer gives them their bond with God. ‘And pay
their zakat,” for zakat is the duty which cements the bonds within the Muslim
community. It reflects the material and spiritual solidarity within this community.
“And obey God and His Messenger.” (Verse 71) They have no desire other than to
discharge God’s orders and obey Him and His Messenger. They have no law other
than that revealed by God, and no constitution other than the faith revealed by God
to His Messenger. When God and His Messenger determine something concerning
their affairs, they accept it realizing that this is the choice they have. This gives them
unity of goals, approaches and methods of action. They have a single course which
they follow, paying no attention to other courses of action which may cause disunity
in their ranks.
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“It is on these that God will have mercy.” (Verse 71) Mercy is not bestowed only in
the hereafter. It is first bestowed in this life, and it is granted first to the individual
who fulfils his duties of enjoining what is right and forbidding what is evil, attends
to his prayer and pays his zakat. It is also granted to the community which is made
up of individuals of such qualities. It is manifested in the reassurance felt by such
people and in their bond with God who looks after them and spares them much
strife and friction. God’s mercy is also seen in the unity and co-operation which are
characteristic of such a community where every individual enjoys a contented life,
and is reassured by God’s acceptance.

These four characteristics of the believers: enjoining what is right, forbidding
what is wrong, attending to prayer and paying zakat are contrasted with four
characteristics of the hypocrites, namely, enjoining what is wrong, forbidding what is
right, forgetting God and tightening their fists. God’s mercy which He bestows on
the believers is shown here in contrast to His rejection of the hypocrites and the
unbelievers. It is for maintaining these characteristics that God has promised the
believers victory and establishment in the land. Thus they will be able to put them
into effect when they exercise their role as the leaders of mankind.

“Surely, God is Almighty, Wise.” (Verse 71) He is able to give power to the believers
so that they can help one another to discharge their duties. His wisdom is also seen
in granting victory to such a community which sets human life on the right footing,
and ensures that God’s word reigns supreme.

As we have seen, suffering in hell is the destiny awaiting the hypocrites and
unbelievers. They cannot escape God’s curse. The fact that He will forget them shows
that they are of little importance, suffering deprivation. In contrast, the happiness of
being in heaven is what awaits the believers: “God has promised the believers, men and
women, gardens through which running waters flow, where they will abide, and goodly
dwellings in the garden of Eden.” (Verse 72) That is then their dwelling place.

But there is something much greater that awaits them: “Yet God’s acceptance is the
greatest blessing of all.” (Verse 72) Indeed, heaven and all the bliss and happiness that
are assured for those who are admitted into it appear to be so small when compared
to being accepted by God: “Yet God’s acceptance is the greatest blessing of all.”” Indeed
one moment of being in communion with God, contemplating His majesty; a
moment of release from the restraints of a physical constitution, and the limitations
of this earth and its petty concerns; a moment when a ray of that light which cannot
be seen by our eyes lightens our hearts; a moment when the human soul is
enlightened by a glimpse of God’s mercy; any moment of these which are
experienced only by a small number of people when they have clear, undisturbed
vision is far greater than all enjoyments and all aspirations. How do people feel when
His acceptance overwhelms their souls and they receive it without interruption?
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Hence these verses conclude with a highly appropriate comment: “This is indeed the
supreme triumph.” (Verse 72)

All Out Effort to Fight Unbelievers

Thus the sirah has given us a clear outline of the essential characteristics of true
believers and those of the hypocrites who claim to be believers. This is now followed
by an order from God to His Messenger to strive against the unbelievers and the
hypocrites. The Qur’an makes it clear that the hypocrites certainly disbelieved after
they had claimed to be Muslims. They tried something that only their disbelief could
have led them to contemplate, but God foiled their attempts. It wonders at their
hostile attitude to the Prophet when they have gained nothing but good from his
message. It invites them to repent and change their attitude.

Prophet, strive hard against the unbelievers and the hypocrites, and press hard on
them. Their ultimate abode is hell, and how vile a journey’s end. They swear by God
that they have said nothing [wrong]. Yet they certainly uttered the word of unbelief
and disbelieved after they had professed to submit to God, for they aimed at something
which they could not attain. They had no reason to be spiteful, except that God and
His Messenger had enriched them out of His bounty. If they repent, it will be for their
own good; but if they turn away, God will cause them to endure grievous suffering
both in this world and in the life to come. They shall find none on this earth to be their
friend or to give them support. (Verses 73-74)

The Prophet had been very lenient with the hypocrites, turning a blind eye to
much of what they did and forgiving them much. At this point, however, such
leniency is no longer useful. He is commanded by his Lord to start a new phase in his
dealings with them. They are grouped here with the unbelievers; and the Prophet is
ordered to strive against both as hard as he can. There are times when it is more
suitable to take a hardened attitude while at others it is wiser to take the side of
leniency. When a period of patience and tolerance is no longer advisable, then it is
time to be tough. A practical movement has different requirements at different times,
and its method of action may move from one stage to another. A soft attitude may
sometimes bring about more harm than good.

Early scholars differ on what is meant by pressing hard in striving against the
hypocrites, and whether it means fighting them with arms as suggested by “Ali ibn
Abi Nib, or by general treatment and clear disapproval which make the reality of
their position clear to all. This latter view is expressed by Ibn “Abbas. In practical
terms, the Prophet did not kill any hypocrite.
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“They swear by God that they have said nothing [wrong]. Yet they certainly uttered the
word of unbelief, and disbelieved after they had professed to submit to God, for they aimed at
something which they could not attain.” (Verse 74) Taken in general terms, this
statement portrays the consistent attitude of the hypocrites reflected in a whole range
of incidents. It also refers to various attempts they made to cause harm to the Prophet
and the Muslim community. There are, however, several reports which mention a
specific incident in connection with the revelation of this verse.

Qatadah says: “This verse refers to “Abdullah ibn Ubayy concerning an event
when a man from the tribe of Juhaynah quarrelled with a man from the Ansar, with
the first gaining the upper hand. “Abdullah said to the Angari man: “Will you not
support your brother? Our position with Muhammad is similar to that of a man who
feeds his dog until the dog becomes so fat and eats him.” He further said: “‘When we
go back to Madinah, the honourable among us will drive out the humble.” A Muslim
heard what he said and informed the Prophet who sent someone to ask him about it

and he swore that he did not utter those words. God then revealed this verse making
clear that he did.

Al-Tabari reports that the Prophet was once sitting in the shade of a tree when he
said to his Companions who were with him: “A man will come soon, looking at you
with the eye of the devil. Do not talk to him.” Shortly afterwards a blue looking man
came over. The Prophet asked him: “Why do you and your friends speak ill of me?”
The man went away and brought his friends who repeatedly swore that they had
said nothing, until the Prophet pardoned them. God then revealed the verse which
quotes their assertions: “They swear by God that they have said nothing wrong.” (Verse
74)

“Urwabh ibn al-Zubayr and others report that this verse concerns a man called Al-
Jallas ibn Suwayd who had a stepson called “Umayr ibn Sa'd. Al-Jallas once said: “If
what Muhammad says be true, then we are worse than these donkeys of ours.”
“Umayr said: “You know that you are the dearest of all people to me, and I would
rather spare you all harm. But you have said something which would put me in a
very bad light if I report it, and would destroy me if I keep it to myself. One of these
alternatives is easier than the other.” He went to the Prophet and told him, but al-
Jallas denied having said it and swore to that effect. When these verses were
revealed, he retracted and said: “I have certainly said this, but I am offered a chance
to repent. I regret what I said and turn to God in repentance.” This was accepted.

All these reports, however, do not take account of the next statement in this verse,
“They aimed at something which they could not attain.” (Verse 74) This supports the
other reports which say that the verse refers to a group of hypocrites who plotted to
kill the Prophet on his way back from Tabtk. It is useful to mention one of these
reports.
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Imam Ahmad reports: “When the Prophet was on his way back from the
expedition to Tabtk, he ordered someone to announce that he himself had taken a
narrow climbing route and no one else should take it. The Prophet went along with
the help of two of his Companions, Hudhayfah and “Ammar. A group of masked
men soon came and attacked “Ammar as he was leading the Prophet’s camel, but
*Ammar chased them hitting the faces of their camels. The Prophet told Hudhayfah
to be patient with his camel until he dismounted. When “Ammar came back to the
Prophet, he asked him whether he was able to recognize those people. *Ammar said:
‘I could recognize most of the camels but the people themselves were masked.” The
Prophet asked him whether he could find out what they wanted. *Ammar said: ‘God
and His Messenger know best.” The Prophet said: “They wanted to frighten the camel
of God’s Messenger so that he would fall to the ground.” "Ammar went to one of the
Prophet’s Companions and said: ‘I appeal to you by God Almighty, do you know
how many people were in that narrow route?” The man said that they were fourteen.
"Ammar said to him: ‘If you were with them, then they were fifteen.” The Prophet
named three of them who said: ‘By God we did not hear the Prophet’s announcer
when he made the announcement and we were totally unaware what those people
were up to.” "Ammar said: ‘I bear witness that the other twelve are enemies of God
and His Messenger in this life and on the Day of Judgement.’

This event betrays what those people harboured of ill intentions. Whether this
event or a similar one is meant here, it remains very surprising that they should be so
treacherous. The Qur’an wonders at their attitude: “They had no reason to be spiteful,
except that God and His Messenger had enriched them out of His bounty.” (Verse 74) Islam
had caused them no harm to justify such hostility. The only reason that could be
thought of was perhaps the wealth they were able to gain as a result of the advances
made by Islam. It may be that the easy life they were able to lead accounted for their
hostility!

This is followed by a clear verdict concerning their case: “If they repent, it will be for
their own good; but if they turn away, God will cause them to endure grievous suffering both
in this world and in the life to come. They shall find none on this earth to be their friend or to
give them support.” (Verse 74)

The door to repent and mend one’s ways remains wide open. Whoever is keen to
do himself good, let him get in through that open door. But those who wish to
continue along their evil path should also know their fate. They will be made to
suffer God’s severe punishment in this life and in the life to come, while they can rely
on no one’s support in this whole world. Since the alternatives have been made clear,
they can make their choice.

Lying to God
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The surah goes on to portray more cases of hypocrisy and how the hypocrites
behave. “Some of them have pledged to God: ‘If He gives us of His bounty, we will certainly
spend in charity, and we will be among the righteous.” But when He had given them of His
bounty they grew niggardly and turned away, heedless [of their pledges].” (Verses 75-76)

Some of these hypocrites pledge solemnly to God that if He would bestow His
grace on them and give them some of His bounty, they would be very charitable to
the poor and behave in the way expected of righteous people. Such a pledge,
however, is given at a time when those people are poor, when their poverty makes
them yearn for a time of plenty. Yet when God answers their prayers, and favours
them with His bounty, they forget all about their pledges, and behave like misers.
They turn away unwilling to honour their pledges. This violation of their promises
and lying to God make hypocrisy take root in their hearts. Hence they continue to be
hypocrites until they die.

Human beings are weak and niggardly, except for the few who manage, by God’s
grace, to elevate themselves. They cannot rid themselves of their miserliness unless
their hearts become full of faith, raising them above the needs of this world and
freeing them of their eagerness to protect their immediate interests. This is easy if
they hope to achieve something better in the hereafter, and aspire to receive God’s
acceptance, which is far superior to all comforts and enjoyments. A believer’s heart is
reassured by faith, does not fear to be poor as a result of spending in charity or for
God’s cause, because he knows that what people may have will be exhausted and
what God has in store is inexhaustible. His knowledge motivates him to pay in
furthering God’s cause willingly, without any fear that he will be left in need. Even if
he becomes without money, what he hopes to receive from God is infinitely better
and far greater.

When a person’s heart is devoid of true faith, his natural instinct to keep his
wealth for himself is aroused whenever he is called upon to give in charity or to
spend something for God’s cause. The fear of poverty overrides his weaker desire to
respond to such a call. He is imprisoned within his niggardliness, feeling insecure. A
person who makes a pledge to God and then reneges on his pledge and lies to God is
not free from hypocrisy. The Prophet is authentically quoted as saying: “The mark of
a hypocrite is threefold: he lies when he speaks, reneges on his promises and betrays
his trust.”

Hence their deliberately unfulfilled pledges and their repeated lies breed
hypocrisy which settles permanently in their hearts, as the Qur’anic verse describes:
“In consequence, He caused hypocrisy to take root in their hearts till the Day on which they
will meet Him, because they have been untrue to the pledges they made to God, and because of
the lies they used to tell.” (Verse 77)
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“Do they not realize that God knows both their secret thoughts and what they talk about in
private, and that God has full knowledge of all things that are hidden away?” (Verse 78)
Since they claim to be believers, do they not know that God knows all that there is in
people’s innermost hearts, and what they may say to each other even in the most
private of situations? He is certainly aware of all that is kept hidden, and aware of
the most secret of intentions. Since they know all this, they should not try to conceal
any bad intention, hoping that God will not be aware of it. They should not have
harboured any thoughts of leaving their pledges unfulfilled, or of lying to Him.

There are several reports on the incident or incidents which led to the revelation of
this verse. Whichever one is correct, the statement is general in its import. It
describes a general condition and a pattern of people who have not let faith establish
its roots in their hearts. If we compare the attitude of such people with that of the
early Muslims, we find that those Muslims considered the payment of zakat an aspect
of God’s grace. If a person did not pay it or if it was not accepted from him, he was
the loser who should be pitied for his loss. They fully understood the meaning of the
following verse which gives this order to the Prophet: “Take a portion of their money as
charity, so that you may cleanse and purify them thereby.” (Verse 103) Indeed the
payment of zakat was a gain not a loss. This is the difference between a duty fulfilled
for the sake of God in the hope of earning His pleasure and a tax which is imposed
by the law and paid to avoid punishment under the law.

The siirah then describes another version of the hypocrites” view of zakat which is
contrary to that of the true believers. It also shows how the hypocrites are always
given to taunting and slandering others, an indication of their perverted nature: “It is
those hypocrites that taunt the believers who donate freely, as well as those who have nothing
to give except what they earn through their toil, and deride them all. God derides them, and
grievous suffering awaits them.” (Verse 79)

The story associated with the revelation of this verse describes the hypocrites’
crooked outlook on spending for God’s cause. It is reported that the Prophet
encouraged the believers to spend freely for equipping the army which was to go to
Tabik. “Abd al-Rahman ibn “Awf carried 4,000 dirhams and said to the Prophet:

* The author mentions one of these reports, concerning Tha'labah ibn Hatib. It is a long and detailed
story which is often quoted. It shows that Tha'labah pledged to give much in charity if he were given
wealth. When his wealth was enormous, he refused to pay zakat at first, but when he repented and
tried to pay it, it was not accepted from him. However, a piece of scholarly research has clearly
concluded that the story is greatly lacking in authenticity. Moreover, it runs against the established
Islamic principle that God accepts genuine repentance, and in the story Tha'labah appears to have
genuinely repented. Since the story is clearly suspect with regard to its authenticity, and since the
person involved is one of the Prophet's Companions, I feel it is better left out, since the message of the
verses is, as the author says, general and abundantly clear. Perhaps I should add that the research I
have referred to was published long after the author's death. Nevertheless, the author seems doubtful
about its authenticity. — Editor's note.
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“Messenger of God, I have 8,000, of which I have brought you half and kept half for
my family.” The Prophet said to him: “May God bless you for what you have kept
and what you have given.” Aba "Aqil came with a small quantity of dates and said:
“Messenger of God, all I have is some dates of which I have brought half and kept
the other half for my family.” The hypocrites derided them both and said: “Abd al-
Rahman only gave that much to show off; but do God and His Messenger need such
a small quantity of dates?” Other reports suggest that they scoffed at Aba “Aqil
suggesting that he only brought his dates to remind the Prophet of his poverty.

This is how they scoffed at the believers who were prompt in giving what they
could, willingly and generously, eager to contribute as best as they could to the jihad
campaign. They simply do not understand the motives of any true believer and why
he gives willingly, nor do they understand that a believer’s conscience urges him to
do so. They do not appreciate the pure feelings which respond readily to the call to
sacrifice. Hence, they describe the one who gives much as showing off and say of the
one who has only little to give away that he reminds others of his poverty. They thus
abuse the rich person because he gives generously, and deride the poor person
because he has only very little to give. Thus, no one who gives freely is immune from
their derision. They do all this while they themselves stay behind, give nothing and
remain niggardly. If they give anything away, they do it only out of hypocrisy. That
is the only motive they understand.

Hence they are given the decisive answer: “God derides them, and grievous suffering
awaits them.” (Verse 79) What a painful ridicule which they will suffer. How can we
imagine a few weak individuals suffering the ridicule of the Almighty and destined
for His punishment. That is a woeful end no doubt.

Never to be Forgiven

You may pray for their forgiveness or may not pray for them, [for it will all be the
same]. Even if you were to pray seventy times for their forgiveness, God will not
forgive them, for they have denied God and His Messenger. God does not guide those
who are transgressors. (Verse 80)

This verse refers to the hypocrites who deride the true believers when they come
forward with their contributions and donations. Such people have a well-known
destiny which will not change. They shall not benefit by any request for forgiveness.
“God will not forgive them,” whether such requests are made on their behalf or not. It
seems that the Prophet used to pray to God to forgive those who committed mistakes
or sins in the hope that they would mend their ways and earn God’s forgiveness. As
for the hypocrites, their fate has been sealed. There is no going back, and that is for a
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very good reason: “For they have denied God and His Messenger. God does not guide those

4

who are transgressors.” (Verse 80)

These are the ones who have deviated so widely that there can be no hope of them
ever mending their ways. Hence, God tells His Messenger: “Even if you were to pray
seventy times for their forgiveness, God will not forgive them.” (Verse 80) The number
seventy is normally mentioned to indicate a large, not specific, number. Hence the
statement means that they cannot hope for forgiveness, because there is no way they
will repent and mend their ways. That is because when a human heart reaches a
certain stage of corruption, it becomes impossible to reform. Similarly when a person
has gone so far astray, he cannot follow guidance. It is God who knows best how
hearts respond.

Pleased with One’s Misdeeds

The surah resumes its comments on the attitude of those who stayed behind when
the Prophet had marched to Tabuk:

Those who were left behind rejoiced at having stayed at home after [the departure of]
God'’s Messenger, for they were averse to striving with their property and their lives
in God’s cause. They said [to one another]: ‘Do not go to war in this heat. ‘Say: The
fire of hell is far hotter.” Would that they understood. They shall laugh but a little, and
they will weep much, in return for what they have earned. If God brings you back and
you meet some of them, and then they ask leave to go forth with you, say: ‘Never shall
you go forth with me, nor shall you fight an enemy with me. You were happy to stay
behind on the first occasion, so you stay now with those who remain behind.” You
shall not pray for any of them who dies, and you shall not stand by his grave. For they
have denied God and His Messenger and died as hardened sinners. Let neither their
riches nor their children excite your admiration. God only wishes to punish them by
means of these in the life of this world, and that their souls perish while they are
unbelievers. (Verses 81-85)

Such people are so keen to ensure their continued personal comfort and are
unwilling to spend anything of their wealth for God’s cause. They are devoid of all
desire to strive because their hearts are devoid of faith. The adjective used in the
Arabic text to refer to them has the added connotation of showing them to be left
behind as if they were dispensable articles of little value. They are delighted at
having secured their own safety when they stayed at home after the Prophet and his
Companions had departed on their blessed mission. They spared themselves the toil
and hardship willingly undertaken by the believers who were ready to strive for
God'’s cause, thinking that personal safety is a goal coveted by all men. Hence: “They
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were averse to striving with their property and their lives in God’s cause. They said [to one
another]: ‘Do not go to war in this heat.”” (Verse 81) Such words are only said by a
person who is keen to indulge himself in every luxury. Such a person is not fit to do
anything which only men of endurance can undertake.

They are a fitting example of people with no will power. Numerous indeed are
those who dislike to go through any hardship and turn away when they are required
to make a real effort, preferring cheap comfort to noble effort and humble safety to a
position of honour that involves taking risks. They collapse in utter exhaustion
behind the rows of believers who move on with seriousness, knowing that the
advocacy of the true message requires great sacrifices. Nevertheless, those believers
march forth and pay little attention to the size of the opposition or the tough
impediments they face, because they know that it is part of human nature to try to
overcome impediments. This is far more befitting and satisfying to man than staying
behind, betraying ineptitude and lack of will.

The surah answers them coupling the truth with sarcasm: “They said [to one
another]: Do not go to war in this heat.” Say: “The fire of hell is far hotter.” Would that they
understood.” (Verse 81) If they fear the heat of the summer and prefer the comfort of
staying in the shade, how will they tolerate the heat of the Are of hell, when it is
much more intense and longer lasting? Although this sounds like a remark full of
derision, it only states the truth. The choice they had to make was between striving
for a certain period in defence of God’s cause, tolerating the heat of the earthly
summer or being thrown in hell for an extended period the length of which is known
to God alone.

“They shall laugh but a little, and they will weep much, in return for what they have
earned.” (Verse 82) Their laughter takes place in this life which lasts only for a certain
number of days, but their tears are poured in the hereafter with its much longer days.
Indeed each one of God’s days is equal to one thousand years of ours. Their tears are
“in return for what they have earned.” It is then a befitting and just reward.

Those hypocrites who preferred to stay behind during a time of hardship, when
all Muslims were called upon to join the jihad campaign, are not fit to join any
campaign or to take part in any effort undertaken for God’s cause. Hence, leniency is
not the proper policy to follow with them. They are not to be given the chance of
earning the honour of participating in jihad at any time. The Prophet is directed to
make this clear to them whenever the occasion arises: “If God brings you back and you
meet some of them, and then they ask leave to go forth with you, say: ‘Never shall you go forth
with me, nor shall you fight an enemy with me. You were happy to stay behind on the first
occasion, so you stay now with those who remain behind.”” (Verse 83)

Every message or ideology is in need of people who are dedicated, willing to
undertake any effort in their support and advocacy. When the ranks of any such
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ideology are infiltrated by weak elements, it cannot tolerate hardship. Hence, such
weaklings must be isolated from its ranks which need to remain steadfast. If those
who join the ranks at a time of ease and desert them at a time of hardship are to be
easily tolerated, their continued presence will work to the detriment of the whole
message and its true advocates. Hence, the Prophet is instructed to make it clear to
them that they have no place in the ranks of the believers: “Say: ‘Never shall you go
forth with me, nor shall you fight an enemy with me.”” (Verse 83) And the reason for this
attitude is also made clear: “You were happy to stay behind on the first occasion.” (Verse
83) That deprived them of the privilege of being able to join the ranks of the fighters
for God’s cause and the honour of going forth with the Prophet. Going on jihad is a
responsibility which may only be shouldered by those who are fit to undertake it.
This religion of Islam does not admit any partiality or favouritism. Hence they are
told: “Stay now with those who remain behind.” (Verse 83) You may stay with such
people as are like you in their attitude. You all prefer to absent yourselves when the

occasion requires sacrifices.

This way of continuous striving, marked out by God Himself for His Messenger,
remains the one to be followed by the advocates of this religion of Islam for as long
as life continues on earth. Advocates of Islam should remain aware of this at all
times.

Staying Behind at a Time of Mobilization

This last instruction to the Prophet meant that he was not to allow those
hypocrites who stayed behind when he called on all Muslims to join him on the
expedition to Tabtuk to be part of any subsequent campaign. They were to be
deprived of the privilege of joining any effort aimed at defending God’s cause. The
Prophet is also commanded not to give such people any semblance of honour: “You
shall not pray for any of them who dies, and you shall not stand by his grave. For they have
denied God and His Messenger and died as hardened sinners.” (Verse 84)

Commentators on the Qur’an have mentioned certain events to which this verse
relates, but the message of this verse is much wider in application than any
individual event. The verse sets out a principle which denies any aspect of honour in
the system implemented by a community which strives for God’s cause to those who
prefer laziness to struggle, and comfort to making an effort. There is to be no
favouritism in giving each individual his rank in the community. The standard by
which this is determined is based on dedication, steadfastness, perseverance and
unwavering determination.

The siirah gives here the reason for this instruction: “For they have denied God and
His Messenger and died as hardened sinners.” (Verse 84) This explanation applies to the
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order not to pray for the dead among them and for the Prophet not to stand at any of
their graves. But the principle itself has a wider application. Prayer and standing at
the grave of a deceased person are aspects of honour. The Muslim community must
not accord such an honour to anyone who stays behind at a time of jihad. The
standing of any person in the Muslim community is related to what that person is
ready to give, do or sacrifice at the time when he is called upon to do so. True
Muslims give their all, remain steadfast at times of hardship and are always ready to
strive with their wealth and persons. Hence they receive the honour they deserve.

On the other hand, those who stay behind deserve neither the apparent honour
seen by everyone in the community, nor the type of mental appreciation that is felt
by people though may not be demonstrated in any action: “Let neither their riches nor
their children excite your admiration. God only wishes to punish them by means of these in
the life of this world, and that their souls perish while they are unbelievers.” (Verse 85) The
general meaning of this verse has already been explained when a similar one was
mentioned earlier in the surah. It is repeated here for a different reason. What is
meant here is that no significance should be attached by the Muslim community to
the wealth or the children of these hypocrites, because to admire these is to give such
people a degree of mental honour or appreciation which they do not deserve. The
only thing they deserve is to be ignored and looked upon with contempt.

When a surah was revealed from on high calling on them to believe in God and to
strive alongside His Messenger, those of them who were well able to do so asked you to
give them leave and said to you: Allow us to stay with those who remain behind.” They
are well- pleased to remain with those who are left behind. And their hearts are sealed,
so that they are unable to understand the truth. But the Messenger and those who
have believed with him strive hard in God’s cause with their property and their lives.
These shall have all the good things. These shall certainly prosper. God has prepared
for them gardens through which running waters flow, where they shall abide. That is
the supreme triumph. (Verses 86-89)

These verses tell of two different natures, one of hypocrisy, weakness, and self-
abasement, and another full of faith, strength and sacrifice. These give rise to two
different attitudes: one of deviousness, humbleness and lack of self-respect, and
another which is straightforward, dignified and ready to sacrifice.

When a surah or a passage of the Qur’an is revealed from on high, giving an
explicit order to the believers to strive for God’s cause, then those who have the
means to give physical and financial sacrifices come forward. They do not show up
in order to take their positions in the front, as their ability and gratitude to God
would require. They come forward to make stupid excuses and to request exemption
so that they can stay behind with women, doing nothing to defend sanctity or home.
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They do not realize how abject and humiliating their request is. They are only
interested in their own safety. Those who make their own safety paramount do not
tfeel any shame, because “they are well- pleased to remain with those who are left behind.
And their hearts are sealed, so that they are unable to understand the truth.” (Verse 87) Had
they been able to understand it, they would have realized that it is when one strives
for God’s cause that one feels strong, leading a life of dignity and honour, and when
one stays behind, one lives in weakness and abject humiliation.

Humility imposes its tax on human beings like dignity does. However, the tax
imposed by humility is often heavier by far. Weak people may think that the tax of
dignity is much too heavy, and try to evade it by accepting an abject position of
humility. They live in fear and anxiety, thinking each loud cry a call to attack them.
They remain in constant fear for their lives. Such people pay a far heavier tax than
that which would have been required by a dignified life. The tax they pay for their
humble living is taken from their honour, prestige, social standing, reputation,
security and often also from their lives, although they may not readily perceive this.
But who are these? They are the ones who “are well pleased to remain with those who are
left behind, and their hearts are sealed, so that they are unable to understand [the truth].”
(Verse 87)

“But the Messenger and those who have believed with him” are a totally different type
of people. These “strive in God’s cause with their property and their lives.” (Verse 88)
They fulfil the duties imposed on them by their faith and work hard to achieve the
dignity which cannot be attained while one stays behind. Hence, “these shall have all
the good things.” (Verse 88) Such good things are of both the type enjoyed here in this
life and the one attained in the life to come. In this world they enjoy dignity, honour
and a position which guarantees that people respect what they say. In the hereafter,
they receive the best and fullest reward, as they attain God’s acceptance. “These shall
certainly prosper.” (Verse 88) They prosper in this life as they enjoy good living, and
they prosper in the life to come as they receive their mighty reward. “God has prepared
for them gardens through which running waters flow, where they shall abide. That is the
supreme triumph.” (Verse 89)

Some of the Bedouins who had excuses to offer turned up, begging to be granted
exemption; while those who denied God and His Messenger stayed behind. Grievous
suffering shall befall those of them that disbelieved. (Verse 90)

The first group are the ones who have real excuses which merit their exemption.
Hence no blame is attached to them for their request. The others have no real excuse.
They stay behind and lie to God and His Messenger. The unbelievers among these
have grievous punishment awaiting them. Those who repent and do not disbelieve
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are not discussed here because they may face a different fate.

Eager but Without Means

The siirah then provides a definitive statement with regard to who should join the
army when there is a general call of mobilization. It is not obligatory that all people,
whether able or not, should fight. Islam is a religion that does not overburden
people. God does not charge anyone with more than he or she can bear. Those
without the means or the ability to fight cannot be blamed because of their situation:

No blame shall be attached to the weak, the sick or those who do not have the means, if
they are sincere towards God and His Messenger. There is no cause to reproach those
who do good. God is Much forgiving, Merciful. Nor shall those be blamed who, when
they came to request you for transport and you said: I have no means of transporting
you turned away with their eyes overflowing with tears, sad that they did not have the
means to cover their expenses. (Verses 91-92)

Those who are weak because of a certain disability or old age, and those who are
ill and do not have the physical strength to move and make the sort of effort required
in war, and those who do not have the financial means to pay for their food and
transport will not be blamed if they stay behind. They are, however, required to be
sincere, providing honest advice and making whatever effort they can to protect the
land of Islam, such as keeping guard or looking after the women and children of the
tighters, or any other jobs that are of benefit to the community. No blame can be
attached to them because they do the best they can. Blame is only attached to those
who do wrong.

Nor is there any blame to be attached to those who may be physically able to fight
but have no means of transport to take them to the battlefield. When they realize that
they are unable to join the army for this reason, their eyes overflow with tears of
sadness. Their feelings are genuine as they grieve at their inability to take part in a
struggle for God’s cause. This was true of a number of people at the time of the
Prophet whose names are variously given in different reports but which all agree
that the event was real indeed.

A report attributed to Ibn “Abbas mentions that “the Prophet ordered his
Companions to get ready for a campaign. A group of his Companions, among whom
was “Abdullah ibn Mughaffil al-Mazini, went to him and said: "Messenger of God,
could you give us some mounts, for we have none.” The Prophet said to them: “I have
no means of transporting you.” (Verse 92) They were weeping as they went away,
because it hurt them not to be able to join the campaign and they could not find any
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means of transport nor cover their own expenses. Hence God states their exemption
in His revelation.

Mujahid says that this verse refers to a group from Muqarrin, a clan of Muzaynah.

Muhammad ibn Ka'b mentions seven people whom he lists by name and tribe. Ibn
Ishaq says in his report on the expedition to Tabtk: “A group of Muslims, seven in
number, including Salim ibn “Umayr, “llyah ibn Zayd, "Abd al-Rahman ibn Ka ID,
*Amr ibn al-Hamam ibn al-Jamih, “Abdullah ibn Mughaffal, Harami ibn ~Abdullah
and ‘Iyad ibn Sariyah, requested the Prophet for mounts as they were too poor to be
able to find their own transport. He said to them: “I have no means of transporting you.”
(Verse 92) When they heard this they left with tears in their eyes, saddened at their

inability to cover their own expenses.

With this spirit Islam was able to be victorious and establish its power. We should
reflect on our own commitment in comparison to such people. If we believe that we
possess some of their attributes, we may appeal to God for victory. Otherwise we
should concentrate on improving our situation.

The issue is clear, then. The weak, disabled, ill and also those who are too poor to
pay their own expenses and for whom the Prophet cannot provide transport will not
be blamed for staying behind. The real blame attaches to those who come to the
Prophet with their thinly disguised excuses, when they have the means to go to
battle and have no real reason for staying behind. “But blame shall certainly attach only
to those who ask you for exemption even though they are rich.” (Verse 93)

It is the ones happy to stay behind that are to be blamed, because they have no real
desire to take part in a struggle for God’s cause. They do not give what is due to God
when He has given them wealth and ability, nor do they fulfil their duties to Islam
when it has given them power and dignity, or to their community which gives them
protection and honour. Hence God’s description of them: “They are well pleased to be
with those who are left behind.” (Verse 93) They are then weak of heart, spineless, and
content, though without reason, to remain with those who stay behind for valid
reasons such as women, children and disabled men who are exempt from jihad.

14

In view of this: “God has sealed their hearts, so that they have no knowledge.” (Verse 93)
With what they have preferred for themselves of laziness and inactivity, staying
away from active participation in efforts that open new horizons for the Islamic
cause, God has sealed their means of reception, feeling and understanding. No one
prefers idle safety and miserable inactivity unless he has no aspiration for higher
things and no motivation to participate in a community which seeks to make its
mark on life and influence its direction. Indeed idleness and cheap comforts seal
minds and hearts and inactivate feelings and interaction. Action is the mark of life
and it also inspires life. Facing danger heightens senses, taps latent capabilities,
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enhances physical ability and makes use of all potential. It makes human beings
better able to utilize all their resources whenever there is a need to do so. All these
may be included under the heading of knowledge of which those who prefer lazy
comfort are deprived.

Hollow Excuses

The siurah continues its description of those people of plentiful means who prefer
to stay behind at a time when the Prophet and the Muslim community are marching
to face a powerful enemy. There is something behind such preference with what it
entails of adopting a humiliating attitude and being always evasive when asked to
come clean and state their position openly.

“They shall come to you with their excuses when you return to them.” (Verse 94) This is
a piece of information which God gives to His Messenger and the faithful among his
Companions. It tells them of what those hypocrites will be doing when the Muslims
return from their arduous expedition. This confirms that these verses were revealed
when the Muslim army was on its way back from the expedition, and before they
had arrived in Madinah. The hypocrites would come with their excuses, because they
would be ashamed to let their action be seen in its true light. It would be disgraceful
to let it be seen with its real motives, which were a weak faith, a preference for
personal safety and an unwillingness to fight a great power: “Say: ‘Do not offer any
excuses, for we shall not believe you. God has already enlightened us about you.”” (Verse 94)
The Prophet is instructed to tell them to spare themselves the trouble of offering
excuses, because they are not to be believed. It is no longer the case that these
hypocrites can be taken on the basis of appearances. God has revealed the truth
about them to His Messenger and He has informed him of their motives which are
now seen for what they truly are. The Arabic expression used here is highly
significant. The words indicating refusal to accept the excuses of the hypocrites are
identical to those used in reference to being believers. This connotes verbal
acceptance, rational trust, and inner faith and reassurance. It also involves a
believer’s trust in his Lord, and a mutual trust between all believers.

Those offering their excuses are told not to do so, because words are of no use.
They need to show what they do. If their action confirms what they say, then their
assertions will be true. If not, there can be no trust or acceptance. “God will see how
you act, and so will His Messenger.” (Verse 94) God sees every action and knows every
secret hidden in every heart. He knows the real intentions of all His creation. The
Prophet was to take what people say in conjunction with what they do. That would
be the basis of internal relationships in the Muslim community.

Moreover, matters will not end in this life on earth. There will eventually come the
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reckoning and the reward which will be based on God’s absolute knowledge of what
is done openly and what remains in people’s hearts: “In the end you shall be brought
before Him who knows all that is beyond the reach of human perception, and all that is
manifest when He will tell you what you used to do.” (Verse 94)

The phrase “beyond the reach of human perception” means what people do not know,
while “what is manifest” refers to what they see and what comes to their knowledge.
God knows all this when the statement is read in this simple sense, but it also has a
wider and more profound sense. God knows everything in this world which is seen
and experienced, and He knows everything in the worlds beyond, of which we know
nothing. There is an intended meaning in what God says to those whom He
addresses in this verse: “He will tell you what you used to do.” (Verse 94) They know
what they do, but God — limitless is He in His glory — knows their doings better
than they, and He will tell them about these. It is often the case that a person may not
be aware of an inner motive for something he does. God knows it better than he. An
action may very often produce an outcome that may remain unknown to the person
who performed it. What is meant here is that God gives people the results of what
they used to do. That is the reward they will have for their actions. Here, though,
they are only informed and the reward itself is not specified.

When you return to them they will swear to you by God so that you may let them be.
Let them be, then: they are unclean. Hell shall be their abode in recompense for what
they used to do. (Verse 95)

This is another piece of information given by God to His Messenger, telling him
what the hypocrites will be doing when he and his faithful Companions return to
Madinah; an encounter the hypocrites thought they would never return from. God
knew, and He told His Messenger as much, that they would try to make their
excuses easier to accept by swearing to their truth. By doing so, they hoped to make
the Muslims overlook what they had done so that they might forgive them their
negligence without question.

God instructs His Messenger to leave them alone, not as a sign of forgiveness, but
as a sign of turning away from them, because they are abominable: “Let them be, then:
they are unclean.” (Verse 95) This gives a physical expression of mental impurity.
They are not physically or bodily unclean, but they are unclean mentally, as a result
of their actions. The physical description gives an image that is much more
abominable, revolting and contemptible. They are more concerned with their
personal safety than striving for the cause of the community and are hence described
as unclean. Their impurity contaminates souls, spreads disease and fills people with
disgust, just like a rotten, dead body left in their midst.
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“Hell shall be their abode in recompense for what they used to do.” (Verse 95) They feel
that they gain by staying behind, securing their safety and comfort and enjoying their
wealth. The fact is that in this life they are unclean, while they waste their share of
the life to come. They end up in utter loss. God certainly tells the truth.

The siirah goes on to tell more of what they will do after the Muslim fighters return
home: “They swear to you trying to make you pleased with them. Should you be pleased with
them, God shall never be pleased with such transgressing folk.” (Verse 96) They first
request the Muslims to overlook what they have done. Then, they gradually ask for
more, trying to make the Muslims feel easy with them so that they can secure their
own safety within the community. They want to ensure that the Muslims continue to
accept their outward appearances, treating them on that basis, and not mounting a
campaign against them as God has ordered them in this final, definitive description
of relations between Muslims and hypocrites.

God makes it clear that they have transgressed by staying behind because their
action is motivated by their lack of faith. He also tells the Muslim community that He
will never be pleased with wrongdoing people, even though they may be able to win
acceptance with the Muslims through their swearing and excuses. It is God’s verdict
that is final. People’s acceptance, though they may be Muslims, will not change their
position with God and will avail them nothing. The only way to win God’s
acceptance is to change their attitude and to embrace the true faith leading to God’s
pleasure.

God has thus revealed the true situation of those living among the Muslim
community and staying behind without having any real cause for exemption. He has
also defined the sort of relations that should prevail between the Muslim community
and the hypocrites in the same way as He defined the relationship between this
community and the idolaters on the one hand, and between it and the followers of
earlier revelations on the other. This siirah gives the details of this final verdict.
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6

A Mosque for the
Hypocrites

The desert Arabs are more tenacions in unbelief
and hypocrisy, and more likely to be ignorant of
the ordinances which God has revealed to His
Messenger. But God is Al knowing, Wise.

O

Some desert Arabs regard what they may spend
[for God’s cause] as a loss, and wait for some
waisfortune to befall you. The evil tum of fortune
will be theirs. God hears all and knows all. (98)

1l other desert Arabs believe in God and the
Last Day, and regard what they spend |[for
God's cause] as a means to bring them dloser to
God and of [their being remembered] in the
Messenger’s prayers. 1t shall certainly be for them
a means of drawing near to God. God will adwit
them to His grace, for God is Much- forgiving,
Merciful. (99)

As for the first to lead the way, of the Mubajirin
and the Angar, as well as those who follow them
mn [the way of] righteousness, God is well-pleased
with them, and well-pleased are they with Hin.
He has prepared for them gardens through which
running waters flow, where they shall abide for
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ever. 1hat is the supremse trinmph. (100)

Some desert Arabs around you are hypocrites,
and so are some of the pegple from Madinah, who
are indeed persistent in their hypoerisy. You do
not kenow them, but We know them. Twice shall
We punish them, and then they will be given over
10 a grievous suffering. (101)

There are others who have acknowledged their
sins, after having muixed righteous deeds with evil
ones. It may well be that God will accept their
repentance. God is Much- forgiving, Mercifil.
(102)

Tatke a portion of their money as charity, so that
You may cleanse and purify them thereby; and
pray for them: for your prayers are a source of
comfort for them. God hears all and knows all.

(103)

Do they not fknow that it is God alone who
aceepts repentance from His servants, and He is
truly the One who takes charitable offerings, and
that God is the only One to accept repentance and
bestow meercy? (104)

Say 1o them: Do as you will. God will see your
deeds, and so will His Messenger, and the
belrevers; and in the end you shall be bronght
before Him who knows all that is beyond the
reach of bupan perception and all that is manifest
when He will tell yon what you used to do.’
(105)

And yet there are others who mmst await God's
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Judgenent. He will either punish them or turn to
them in His mercy. God is All- knowing, Wise.
(1006)

And there are those who have established a house
of worship out of mrischievous motives, to promote
unbelef and disunity among the believers, and to
provide an outpost for those who have already
been warring against God and His Messenger.
They will certainly swear: We have only the best
of intentions.” God  bears witness that  they
certainty are liars. (107)

Never set a foot there. Only a house of worship
that from the very first day has been founded on
ety is worthy of you standing o pray there. In it
are en who love to grow in purity, for God loves
those who purify themselves. (108)

Who is better: a man who founds his building
[motivated by a sense of] being God-fearing and
seeking His goodly acceptance, or one who founds
bis building on the edge of a crumbling precipice,
so that it tumbles with bim in the fire of bell?
God does not guide the wrongdoers. (109)

The structure which they have built will continne
10 be a sourve of disquiet in their hearts, until their
bearts are torn to peces. God is All-knowing,
Wise. (110)
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This new passage gives an account of the different groups and classes that lived
within the Muslim community at the time of the Tabtuk Expedition. It describes those
groups which were part of its overall structure and their true attitudes to faith as well
as their deeds and distinctive characteristics.

We have outlined, in the Prologue to this siirah, the historical causes that led to the
presence of such different standards of acceptance of the faith among the Muslim
community in Madinah. We will quote here the last few paragraphs in that
introduction in order to remind ourselves of the general situation at the time and the
circumstances influencing it in this way.

The stubborn opposition of the Quraysh continued to act as a barrier
preventing the advance of Islam into the rest of Arabia. The Quraysh tribe
had the ultimate say in all religious matters in Arabia, and it exercised a very
strong influence over economic, political and social matters. Hence its
determined and uncompromising opposition to the new faith ensured that
the rest of Arabia turned away from it, or at least adopted a wait-and-see
attitude until the fight between the Quraysh and one of its children had
produced a clear winner. When the Quraysh declared its submission,
followed by the major tribes of Hawazin and Thaqif, and when the three
main Jewish tribes in Madinah had previously been subdued, and those of
Khaybar had been defeated, people embraced the new faith in flocks. The
whole of Arabia submitted to Islam within one year.

This rapid expansion in the geographical area of Islam heralded the
resurgence, on an even more intensive scale, of all the symptoms experienced
after the resounding victory the Muslims achieved in the Battle of Badr. The
Muslim community had almost managed to rid itself of those, thanks to the
seven-year-long education process it had enjoyed after that battle. The rapid
geographical expansion of Islam in Arabia could have had some serious
negative effects, had it not been for the fact that Madinah had become, in its
entirety, the solid base of Islam. It was God Almighty who looked after the
new faith and charted its course. He had prepared the first core of believers,
the Muhajirin and the Angar, to be the first solid base of Islam after the
relatively important expansion that followed the victory at Badr. He also
made the whole of Madinah the solid base which would withstand the great
expansion brought about by the splendid triumph achieved when Makkah
was won over to Islam. God certainly knows what forces to mobilize in
support of His message.

The first symptom of the new dangers appeared on the day of the Battle of
Hunayn, mentioned in this siirah: “God has granted you His support on many a
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battlefield, and also in the Battle of Hunayn, when you took pride in your numerical
strength, but it availed you nothing. For all its vastness, the earth seemed too narrow
for you, and you turned back in flight. God then bestowed from on high an air of
inner peace on His Messenger and on the believers, and He sent down forces whom
you could not see, and punished those who disbelieved. Such is the reward for the
unbelievers.” (Verses 25-26)

One of the apparent reasons for the defeat at the beginning of the battle was
that 2,000 of those the Prophet had pardoned in Makkah, and who embraced
Islam after the fall of that city, had joined the 10,000-strong army which
originally travelled from Madinah to subdue the Quraysh in Makkah. The
presence of those 2,000 men alongside the others who came from Madinah
was a cause of imbalance in the Muslim ranks. There was also the fact that the
Hawazin took the Muslims by surprise. What that meant was that the army
did not wholly belong to the solid, well-knit base which had been nurtured
over the several years separating the Battle of Badr and the conquest of
Makkah.

Similarly, the negative symptoms that appeared at the time of the Tabuk
Expedition were a natural result of this rapid expansion and the great influx
of new Muslims with varying standards of faith. These symptoms are
discussed fully in this sirah in a long exposition with varied styles and
methods of treatment.

Where Hypocrisy is Hardest

Bearing this in mind, we can now discuss the verses included in this passage: “The
desert Arabs are more tenacious in unbelief and hypocrisy, and more likely to be ignorant of
the ordinances which God has revealed to His Messenger. But God is All-knowing, Wise.
Some desert Arabs regard what they may spend [for God’s cause] as a loss, and wait for some
misfortune to befall you. The evil turn of fortune will be theirs. God hears all and knows all.
Still other desert Arabs believe in God and the Last Day, and regard what they spend [for
God'’s cause] as a means to bring them closer to God and of [their being remembered] in the
Messenger’s prayers. 1t shall certainly be for them a means of drawing near to God. God will
admit them to His grace, for God is Much forgiving, Merciful.” (Verses 97-99)

These verses begin with mentioning different classes of desert Arabs, some of
whose tribes lived close to Madinah. Earlier, they had attacked the land of Islam in
Madinah, but later, when they accepted Islam, they belonged to either one of the two
groups mentioned in this passage. The descriptive outline of these groups begins
with establishing a rule about their general nature: “The desert Arabs are more tenacious
in unbelief and hypocrisy, and more likely to be ignorant of the ordinances which God has

185



revealed to His Messenger. But God is All-knowing, Wise.” (Verse 97)

This description outlines a constant characteristic of desert and nomadic people, or
bedouins. It is in their nature that they should be more tenacious in their unbelief
and hypocrisy, and that they should be ignorant of God’s directives as He reveals
these to His Messenger. Their ignorance stems from their life circumstances and the
way these affect them. Thus they grow up rather hostile, having little knowledge and
less inclination to abide by rules and regulations, developing a strongly materialistic
outlook. Faith modifies their nature, elevates their values and brings them to a wider
and more sublime horizon.

There are countless reports which mention the bedouin’s lack of refinement. Ibn
Kathir mentions some of these in his commentary on the Qur’an:

A bedouin attended the circle of Zayd ibn Sahan, a scholar who had a hand
injured in the Battle of Nihawand.3* The bedouin said to him: “What you say
is admirable, but your hand makes me worried.” Zayd said: “What worries
you about my hand? It is my left hand anyway.” The bedouin said: “I am not
sure which hand they cut, the right or the left.” [He was referring to the
punishment for theft which implied his suspicion that this respected scholar
might have been punished for stealing.] Zayd said: “God certainly tells the
truth, and so does His Messenger: “The desert Arabs are more tenacious in
unbelief and hypocrisy, and more likely to be ignorant of the ordinances which God
has revealed to His Messenger.” (Verse 97)

Imam Ahmad relates on the authority of Ibn “Abbas that the Prophet said:
“Whoever lives in the desert develops a rough edge, and whoever chases
game loses concentration, and whoever attends rulers may vyield to
temptation.” Because desert people are rough, God has not selected His
Messengers from among them. Prophets have always been chosen from
among city dwellers: “IWe have only sent before you men from among city dwellers
to whom We send down Our revelations.” (12: 109)

When a bedouin gave a present to the Prophet, the Prophet gave him back a
much more valuable gift so that he was well pleased. He then said: “I feel I
should not accept any gift unless it comes from a man from the Quraysh,
Thagqif, the Ansar or the Daws.” Needless to say that these were far more
gentle in character and behaviour, because they were the dwellers of the main
centres in Arabia at the time, Makkah, Ta'if, Madinah and in Yemen
respectively.

34 The Battle of Nihawand was a major battle the Muslims fought against the Persian Empire only a
few years after the Prophet had passed away.

186



Muslim reports on the authority of “A’ishah: “Some desert Arabs came in a
delegation to meet God’s Messenger. They asked whether the people of
Madinah used to kiss their sons. When they were given an answer in the
affirmative, they said: ‘But we definitely would not kiss our sons.” The
Prophet said: “What can I do for you if God has taken mercy out of your
hearts?’”35

The rough nature of the desert Arabs is well established, even after they had
accepted Islam. It is only natural, therefore, that they would be harder in their
stubborn rejection of the faith or in their hypocrisy. They were too brutal when
victorious, and very hypocritical when subdued. They were aggressive and would
observe no limits.

“God is All-knowing, Wise.” (Verse 97) He knows His creation, their circumstances,
characteristics and nature. He has given them a variety of talents, capabilities and
specialities, and He made them into races, communities and nations. All this is in
manifestation of His wisdom.

The Gap Separating Faith and Hypocrisy

Having given a general description of the desert Arabs, the sirah classifies them
turther on the basis of what changes in their characteristics the faith has produced,
and the gap that has emerged between hearts that have experienced the happiness
generated by faith and those that remained unbelieving, hypocritical. This
description is drawn against the background of the situation of the Muslim
community at that time: “Some desert Arabs regard what they may spend [for God’s cause]
as a loss, and wait for some misfortune to befall you. The evil turn of fortune will be theirs.
God hears all and knows all.” (Verse 98) Most probably the hypocrites among the desert
people are mentioned first in order to group them with the hypocrites in Madinah
who were the subject of discussion in the previous passage. This complements the
discussion of hypocrites from both areas.

“Some desert Arabs regard what they may spend [for God’s cause] as a loss.” (Verse 98)
Such a person needs to give some of his money in zakat and to contribute to the jihad
campaigns. In this way he gives evidence of his being a Muslim and is thus able to
enjoy the comforts of life in the Muslim community. He is also able to win favour
with the Muslims who were the major power in Arabia. To him, what he spends is a
clear loss which he is forced to pay. He does not give it out of any good will towards
Islam or the Muslims. He does not like that they are victorious. Indeed his real
attitude is quite different. He “waits for some misfortune to befall you.” (Verse 98) He

35 Ibn Kathir, Tafsir al-Qur'an al-"Azim. Al-Maktabah al-" Asriyah, Beirut, 1996, Vol. 2, pp. 348-349.
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would love to see the Muslims return from battle soundly defeated. He would be
thrilled if misfortune befell them.

Hence a supplication against them is stated here. A supplication by God signifies
certainty. Hence the supplication is given here in the form of a statement: “The evil
turn of fortune will be theirs.” (Verse 98) The Arabic expression describes evil as if it
has a circle which closes in on them and from which they can have no escape. It turns
them round and they are seized in the middle with no let up. This abstract notion,
described in vivid and concrete terms, brings the meaning closer to our minds. “God
hears all and knows all.” (Verse 98) His hearing and knowledge are attributes which fit
in perfectly with the atmosphere of ill intention, the waiting for misfortune to befall
the Muslim community, and the hypocrisy that fills their hearts, although they try
hard to conceal it. God certainly hears what they say, and He knows what they hide
and what they keep in the open.

Another group however have experienced the happiness and delight that come
with faith: “Still other desert Arabs believe in God and the Last Day, and regard what they
spend [for God’s cause] as a means to bring them closer to God and [of their being
remembered] in the Messenger’s prayers. It shall certainly be for them a means of drawing
near to God. God will admit them to His grace, for God is Much forgiving, Merciful.” (Verse
99) What motivates these people to spend their money is their belief in God and the
Day of Judgement. They have no fear of people, and they feel no need to flatter those
in power. They make no calculation of profit and loss which they are likely to make
in this world.

This group of believers wish that what they spend of their wealth will bring them
closer to God and are eager to be remembered in the Prophet’s prayers. That
remembrance would demonstrate that he is pleased with them. His prayers are
certainly answered by God as he devotes them to believers who spend their money
for God’s sake. The siirah states clearly that what they give is indeed a means to give
them what they wish of being close to God: “It shall certainly be for them a means of
drawing near to God.” (Verse 99) They are further given the news of an even happier
destiny as a certain promise by God: “God will admit them to His grace.” (Verse 99)
Again mercy is described in rather concrete terms to set it in contrast with the “evil
turn’. Mercy is described here as if it is a house into which they are admitted. “God is
Much forgiving, Merciful.” (Verse 99) He accepts repentance and charity. He forgives
past sins and bestows His mercy on those who seek it.

Those Who Lead the Way

Having classified the desert Arabs, now the siirah classifies the whole community,
in urban and desert areas alike, into four groupings: the vanguard who took the lead
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among the Muhajirin and the Ansar as well as those who followed in their footsteps,
those who were hardened in their hypocrisy whether they lived in Madinah or in the
desert nearby, those who combined good deeds with bad ones, and those whose
cases were deferred for judgement. These groups are outlined in the following
verses:

As for the first to lead the way, of the Muhajirin and the Ansar, as well as those who
follow them in [the way of] righteousness, God is well pleased with them, and well
pleased are they with Him. He has prepared for them gardens through which running
waters flow, where they shall abide for ever. That is the supreme triumph. Some desert
Arabs around you are hypocrites, and so are some of the people from Madinah, who
are indeed persistent in their hypocrisy. You do not know them, but We know them.
Twice shall We punish them, and then they will be given over to a grievous suffering.
There are others who have acknowledged their sins, after having mixed righteous deeds
with evil ones. It may well be that God will accept their repentance. God is Much
forgiving, Merciful. Take a portion of their wealth as charity, so that you may cleanse
and purify them thereby; and pray for them: for your prayers are a source of comfort
for them. God hears all and knows all. Do they not know that it is God alone Who
accepts repentance from His servants, and He is truly the One who takes charitable
offerings, and that God is the only One to accept repentance and bestow mercy? Say to
them: Do as you will. God will see your deeds, and so will His Messenger, and the
believers; and in the end you shall be brought before Him who knows all that is beyond
the reach of human perception and all that is manifest when He will tell you what you
used to do.” And yet there are others who must await God'’s judgement. He will either
punish them or turn to them in His mercy. God is All-knowing, Wise. (Verses 100-
106)

It appears that these verses, making this classification, were revealed after the
Prophet’s return from Tabtk. By that time, different people, most of whom were
hypocrites, had presented their excuses. The true believers who did not join the
expedition made their real regret apparent, and some of them tied themselves to a
pillar in the mosque declaring that they would not release themselves until the
Prophet himself released them. Others did not make any excuses, hoping that God
would accept their sincere repentance. These were three of the Prophet’s
Companions whose cases were not settled until God accepted their repentance, as
will be discussed in full in Chapter 7. Together these groups represented the total
variety of people around the Muslim area in Arabia after the expedition. God wanted
to reveal the whole of the battlefield in front of His Messenger and the true believers
with him. They would then understand the situation that prevailed at the time,
which was close to the end of the first epoch, close to the time and birth place of this
religion of Islam.
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Such a revelation was necessary before the Islamic message made its move to
liberate the whole of mankind throughout the globe. All communities needed to be
liberated from serving any deities other than God, and from submitting themselves
to anyone beside God. Before making such a move, the Muslim community needed
to fully understand the prevailing situation so that it would be able to chart its course
of action with clarity and a thorough perception of what was needed.

“As for the first to lead the way, of the Muhajirin and the Ansar, as well as those who
follow them in [the way of] righteousness, God is well- pleased with them, and well pleased
are they with Him. He has prepared for them gardens through which running waters flow,
where they shall abide for ever. That is the supreme triumph.” (Verse 100) This class of
Muslims, with its three groupings, the Muhajirin, the Ansar and those who followed
closely in their footsteps, formed the hard core of the Muslim community in Arabia
after the conquest of Makkah. This was the group that ensured the unity of the
Muslim community in every hardship as well as every period of ease and comfort. It
is often the case that a trial of ease and comfort is more difficult to overcome than a
trial of hardship.

In our view, this description of “the first to lead the way” refers to those of the
Muhajirin who migrated to Madinah before the Battle of Badr and the Angar who
embraced Islam in the same period as well. Those who “follow them in the way of
righteousness” refers to those who followed the same course, were true believers,
strove hard for God’s cause and shared with them the sublime heights of faith. The
earlier ones still enjoy a higher position on account of their response to the call of
Islam in the early, hard period that preceded Badr.

Scholars have expressed different views about who were the ‘first to lead the way.’
Some suggest that they were the ones to migrate or give their support before Badr,
and others say they were the ones who were believers before the direction of prayer
was changed from Jerusalem to Makkah. Some also say that these were the ones who
fought at Badr, while others are of the opinion that they were the believers before the
signing of the peace agreement at al-Hudaybiyah, and still others say that they were
the ones who accepted to fight to the finish in the pledge known as Ridwan. In our
close study of the various stages of the building of the Muslim community, we feel
that the view which we expressed earlier is the correct one, but God knows best.

We will quote here a few pages from the Prologue describing the different stages
of building the first Muslim community for ease of reference:

The Islamic movement in Makkah encountered difficulties right from the
time when it was born. Jahiliyyah, represented in this instance by the Quraysh,
soon sensed the danger it was facing from the message declaring that “there is
no deity other than God, and Muhammad is God’s Messenger.” It realized
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that this new message was an outright revolution against all authority not
derived from God’s own. It was a rebellion against all tyranny, seeking God’s
protection. Jahiliyyah also sensed that the new message, led by God’s
Messenger, began to form a new organic grouping pledging sole and
complete allegiance to God and His Messenger. Thus, it rebelled against the
leadership of the Quraysh and the situation prevailing under jahiliyyah. No
sooner did the Quraysh sense this danger than it launched a determined
attack on the new message, grouping and its leadership. It utilized in this
attack all its power to inflict physical harm and to sow discord through
intrigue and wicked designs.

In fact this jahiliyyah society sought every means to defend itself against a
danger it felt to threaten its very existence. This is the normal state of affairs
whenever a movement begins to advocate God’s Lordship in a community
where Lordship is exercised by some people over others. Whenever such
advocacy is undertaken by an organized movement that has its own
leadership, it will be in direct confrontation with jahiliyyah society, as the two
cannot be accommodated within the same community.3¢

At this stage, every individual in the new Islamic grouping was subjected to
oppression and persecution in every way, to the extent that many were killed.
At the time, only a person who had dedicated himself and his life to God, and
who was willing to endure persecution, hunger and even a ghastly death
would join the new group, declaring his belief that there is no deity other
than God and that Muhammad is God’s Messenger.

In this way a solid foundation was established for Islam, comprising the most
determined individuals in Arabian society. Others who could not endure the
hardship succumbed to the pressure and reverted to unbelief. But there were
very few of these because the issues were clear at the outset. It was only
people of distinction that were willing to take the decisive step and join Islam,
despite the great danger that such a move involved.

This is how God chose those rare elements to be the early supporters of His
message and to form the solid foundation of Islam in Makkah, i.e. the
Muhajirin, then to join the early Ansar to form its core group in Madinah.
Although the Angar were not subjected to the same pressures and persecution
as the Muhdjirin, the pledge they gave to the Prophet at “Agabah indicated
that they were equal to the task required by Islam. On that night when the
pledge was given, as Ibn Kathir reports, *Abdullah ibn Rawahah said to the

3¢ For a full discussion of this, refer to the commentary of Verses 8: 72-75, in Vol. 7, Chapter 4, pp. 169-
182
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Prophet: ‘Stipulate whatever you wish for your Lord and yourself.” He said:
As for my Lord, my condition is that you worship Him alone, associating no
partners with Him. And as for myself, my condition is that you protect me as
you would protect yourselves and your property.” They asked: “What will be
our reward in return?” He said: ‘Paradise.” They said: ‘It is a profitable deal.
We accept no going back and we will not go back on it ourselves.’

Those who made this deal with God’s Messenger, seeking no reward other
than Paradise, and declaring that they would accept no going back, either by
themselves or the Prophet, were aware that it was no easy option they were
undertaking. In fact, they were certain that the Quraysh would fight them
determinedly, supported by all the other Arabs. They realized that they
would never again be able to live in peace with jahiliyyah which had its roots
deep in the whole of Arabia, including the areas adjoining Madinah...

The Ansar, then, were fully aware of the likely consequences of their pledge
once they had given it. They were also aware that they were not promised
anything in this world in return for their efforts. They were not even
promised victory over their enemies. The only reward they were promised
was admittance into heaven. Yet they were still keen to offer their pledges.
Hence, they were definitely with the early Muhdjirin in taking the necessary
preparations so that they would constitute the solid foundation of the first
Islamic society in Madinah.

Early Indications of Weakness

But the Madinah society did not maintain this level of purity despite the
spread of Islam. Many people, especially those who were in positions of
influence, felt they had to take a similar stand to their people in order to
maintain their positions. When the Battle of Badr took place, the leading
figure among these, *Abdullah ibn Ubayy ibn Saldl, thought that Islam had
established firm roots and could not be easily dislodged. Hence, he pretended
to be a Muslim. It was perhaps inevitable that many accepted Islam in order
to keep abreast of their people. They were not hypocrites, but they had not
fully understood Islam or moulded themselves according to it. This meant
that the community in Madinah had different levels of commitment to the
new faith.

At this point, the unique Islamic method of education began its work under
the Prophet’s supervision in order to mould these new elements. It aimed to
achieve coherence within the Muslim community at the ideological, moral
and behavioural levels.
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When we read the surahs revealed in Madinah, in the approximate order of
their revelation, we note the great effort that aimed to absorb and remould
the new elements in the Muslim community, particularly because there were
always newcomers. This was the case despite the determined opposition of
the Quraysh and its attempts to win other Arabian tribes to its side, and
despite the wicked designs of the Jews and their efforts to marshal hostile
forces to the new faith and its advocates. Hence, the effort to bring
newcomers to the same level as the elite, for this was needed if they were to
continue with determination.

Nonetheless, weaknesses continued to surface, particularly in times of
difficulty. There were indications of hypocrisy, reluctance, unwillingness to
make physical or financial sacrifices, and a general turning away from
danger. There were also signs of confusion concerning the relationship
between a Muslim and his non- Muslim relatives. Qur’anic texts in different
surahs provide a clear idea of these phenomena and the method the Qur’an
employed to deal with them....

The Process of Integration

However, the structure of the Muslim community in Madinah remained
generally sound, because it essentially relied on its solid foundation, made up
of the elite of the Muhajirin and the Ansar. This foundation gave the Muslim
community its strong constitution that withstood all weakening elements and
overcame all hazards that might have been brought in by newcomers who
had not yet been integrated into it.

Gradually, these new elements were integrated into the solid core, and the
numbers of the weak, the hypocrites, and those who lacked the ideological
clarity that serves as the basis of all relations and ties dwindled. Shortly
before the conquest of Makkah, the Muslim community in Madinah was very
close to complete integration, providing the closest model of society Islamic
education seeks to bring into existence.

There undoubtedly remained different levels of participation according to the
various actions different individuals undertook for Islam. Some groups were
distinguished by the dedication, work and sacrifice they made to serve God’s
cause. Examples of these were the earliest to believe in Islam among the
Muhajirin and the Ansar, the people of Badr, those who were party to the
pledge given to the Prophet at al-Hudaybiyah, and generally those who
donated and fought before the conquest of Makkah. Qur’anic and fadith texts,
as well as the practical situation in the Muslim community confirmed these
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distinctions that resulted from action taken for Islam...

That there were these different grades on the basis of strength of faith was no
barrier to bridging the gap between them in the Madinah society before the
conquest of Makkah. In fact, most of the apparent weaknesses within the
ranks of the Muslim community were remedied, and their symptoms
disappeared. Hence the whole of Madinah society could be considered as
forming a solid Islamic basis.

However, when Makkah fell to Islam in year 8, followed by the surrender of
the Hawazin and the Thagqif tribes, which were the last two large tribes to put
up resistance to Islam, this ushered in a great influx of new Muslims.
Needless to say, these were of different levels with regard to their outlook.
Some among them were hypocrites, while others simply adopted Islam, the
new overpowering force. Others still needed to be won over to Islam. Mostly,
however, these were people who had not yet understood the fundamentals of
Islam and their souls had not yet interacted with its values and principles.

This account clearly shows the position of the Muhajirin and the Ansar and those
who followed them with regard to their strength of faith and readiness to sacrifice
their all for God’s cause. Theirs is a highly significant role in the building of the
structure of the Muslim community and giving the message of Islam a practical
manifestation. Their role will continue to influence every group of people who want
to live their lives in accordance with the teachings of Islam.

“God is well pleased with them and well pleased are they with Him.” (Verse 100) That
God is pleased with them means that He will be rewarding them generously. Indeed
His pleasure with them is the highest reward to which they may aspire. That they are
pleased with Him means that they are reassured by being on His side, confident that
whatever He determines for them is right and good. They are grateful when they
receive His bounty and they remain steadfast when they endure hardship. However,
usage of the term “well pleased” in both conditions imparts an air of total happiness,
which is mutual between God and this elite group of His servants. It elevates this
group to a high position in which they reciprocate God’s feelings towards them
when He is their supreme Lord and they are His servants whom He created.
Language cannot adequately describe such a situation; it is merely felt as we read the
Qur’anic expression and reflect on it with an open mind and a spirit that aspires to
the sublime.

That is their situation with their Lord. It is a permanent situation: “God is well
pleased with them and well pleased are they with Him.” The signs of this mutual pleasure
await them: “He has prepared for them gardens through which running waters flow, where
they shall abide for ever. That is the supreme triumph.” (Verse 100) What triumph can be
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greater than this? It is indeed the supreme triumph.

Mixing Good Deeds with Bad Ones

The second group is in total contrast with the one we have just described: “Some
desert Arabs around you are hypocrites, and so are some of the people from Madinah, who are
indeed persistent in their hypocrisy. You do not know them, but We know them. Twice shall
We punish them, and then they will be given over to a grievous suffering.” (Verse 101) We
have discussed at length the nature of the hypocrites, whether they lived in Madinah
or in the Arabian desert. The siirah has given numerous examples of their attitude.
Here, however, it points to a special type of hypocrite who acquired great skill in
hiding their true attitude to the extent that they remain unknown to the Prophet,
despite his profound insight and great experience. What is so special about such
hypocrites?

God declares that such hypocrites were in Madinah, as well as among the nearby
desert Arabs. He reassures His Messenger and the believers that the hypocrites’
scheming will come to nothing. He also warns the hypocrites who were adept at
hiding their true position that they will not escape God’s punishment. Indeed their
punishment will be doubled in this life as well as in the life to come. “You do not know
them, but We know them. Twice shall We punish them, and then they will be given over to a
grievous suffering.” (Verse 101) Perhaps the closest interpretation of the double
punishment in this life is that they worry lest their reality be discovered by the
Muslim community, and the punishment inflicted on them by the angels when they
gather their souls, hitting them on their faces and backs. Alternatively, it refers to the
pain they feel when they see the Muslims triumph over the forces of falsehood and
their fear lest their true feelings are discovered. God knows best the precise meaning
of His statement.

If those were the two extreme groups, there is a third one in between: “There are
others who have acknowledged their sins, after having mixed righteous deeds with evil ones. It
may well be that God will accept their repentance. God is Much forgiving, Merciful. Take a
portion of their wealth as charity, so that you may cleanse and purify them thereby; and pray
for them: for your prayers are a source of comfort for them. God hears all and knows all. Do
they not know that it is God alone who accepts repentance from His servants, and He is truly
the One who takes charitable offerings, and that God is the only One to accept repentance and
bestow mercy? Say to them: ‘Do as you will. God will see your deeds, and so will His
Messenger, and the believers; and in the end you shall be brought before Him who knows all
that is beyond the reach of human perception and all that is manifest when He will tell you
what you used to do.”” (Verses 102-105)

The fact that God instructs His Messenger to take a certain action with this group
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suggests that they were known in person to the Prophet. It is reported that these
verses refer to a particular group who did not join the Prophet on the Tabtk
Expedition, but soon regretted their action, admitted their guilt and repented. Their
bad action was to stay behind, and their good action was their regret and repentance.

Al-Tabari reports in his commentary on this verse: “It refers to Abti Lubabah and
his companions who did not join the Prophet when he set out to Tabuk. When the
Prophet approached Madinah on his way back they blamed themselves for staying
behind. They said: Do we stay behind enjoying food, comfort and the company of
our women while the Prophet strives for God’s cause enduring much hardship!
They tied themselves to pillars, determining not to release themselves unless the
Prophet himself untied them. Only three among them did not tie themselves to
pillars. When the Prophet saw what they did, he was told of their regret and their
determination that they would be released only by him. He said: "I will not release
them until I am commanded to do so, and I will not excuse them until God has
accepted their regrets. They preferred to spare themselves the hardship of joining a
campaign of Muslims.” God then revealed the verse: “There are others who have
acknowledged their sins, after having mixed righteous deeds with evil ones. It may well be
that God will accept their repentance. God is Much forgiving, Merciful.” (Verse 102) When
God uses the expression it may well be’, it signifies certainty.

There are several other reports, one of which suggests that it refers only to Abu
Lubabah who alerted the Jews of Qurayzah to the death sentence awaiting them by
making a sign of cutting his throat. This is highly unlikely, because these verses were
revealed long after what happened then. Other reports suggest that it refers to the
desert Arabs.

Al-Tabari comments on these reports: “Perhaps the nearest to the truth is that
which suggests that they refer to those who acknowledged their mistake when they
stayed behind and did not join the jihad campaign with the Prophet when he
marched out to face the Byzantines. Those were a group of people among whom was
Abu Lubabah. We say that this is the closest to the truth because God — limitless is
He in His glory — refers in this verse to a group of people who acknowledged their
guilt. This means that they were not one person. All the reports we have make it clear
that the only group to do so consisted of people who did not join the Prophet when
he went on his expedition to Tabuk. We say that Abt Lubabah was among them
because all commentators say so.”

Having described this group of people who regretted their staying behind and
repented having done so, the siirah goes on to say: “It may well be that God will accept
their repentance. God is Much forgiving, Merciful.” (Verse 102) As al-Tabari has
explained, when God says, ‘it may well be,” the expression suggests realization. It is a
prospect raised by the One Who can fulfil it. The acknowledgement of error in this

196



way and feeling one’s guilt are indications of an alert and sensitive conscience.
Hence, repentance is likely to be accepted and forgiveness is likely to follow. God has
certainly accepted their repentance and forgiven them.

God says to His Messenger, Muhammad (peace be upon him): “Take a portion of
their money as charity, so that you may cleanse and purify them thereby; and pray for them:
for your prayers are a source of comfort for them. God hears all and knows all.” (Verse 103)
Those were people with alert consciences which prompted their regret and
repentance for what they had done. Hence they deserved to be reassured and to
receive the sympathy which opened up for them hopeful prospects. As the Prophet
was moulding a whole community and establishing a system, he felt he needed to
wait for instructions from God regarding their cases. Al-Tabari reports on the
authority of Ibn “Abbas: “When the Prophet released Abt Lubabah and his two
Companions, they brought him some money and said: “Take this money of ours and
give it away as Sadagah, i.e. charity, and pray for us.” In other words they requested
him to pray for their forgiveness and for the purity of their souls. The Prophet said: "1
am not taking any of it until I have received instructions.” God then revealed this
verse: ‘Take a portion of their money as charity, so that you may cleanse and purify them
thereby; and pray for them: for your prayers are a source of comfort for them.” (Verse 103)
The Prophet then did as he was instructed.”

Thus we see how God favoured them with His acceptance as He knew that they
were good at heart, sincere in their repentance. He ordered His Messenger to take
some of their money for charitable uses, and to pray for them. Taking charity from
them brought them back as full members of the Muslim community. They could once
again share in its duties and participate in meeting its responsibilities. They were
thus neither rejected nor expelled. Their charitable donation added to the purity of
their hearts. The Prophet’s prayer on their behalf gave them reassurance.

“God hears all and knows all.” (Verse 103) He hears supplications and prayers, and
He knows what is in peoples” hearts. He judges all in accordance with what He hears
and knows, for He is indeed the One who hears all and knows all. It is He who
makes the final judgement on His servants, accepting their repentance and their
charity. His Messenger, the Prophet Muhammad (peace be upon him), carries out
what God commands. He does not initiate any part of this himself.

To establish this fact God says in the following verse: “Do they not know that it is
God alone who accepts repentance from His servants, and He is truly the One who takes
charitable offerings, and that God is the only One to accept repentance and bestow mercy?”
(Verse 104) This is a form of question which signifies an emphatic statement,
meaning: let them know that it is God who accepts repentance, takes charitable
offerings and bestows mercy on His servants. None of this belongs to anyone beside
God. As al-Tabari says: “When the Prophet refused to release those who tied

197



themselves to the pillars after they had stayed behind, and when he did not accept
their charity after their release, he was simply making it clear to all that none of this
was within his authority. It all belonged to God alone. The Prophet himself would
only do these things if he were authorized to do so.”

Finally those who had repented after they had stayed behind are addressed
directly: “Say to them: ‘Do as you will. God will see your deeds, and so will His Messenger,
and the believers; and in the end you shall be brought before Him who knows all that is
beyond the reach of human perception and all that is manifest when He will tell you what you
used to do.”” (Verse 105) The Islamic system is based on faith as well as action that
gives credence to professed beliefs. The real proof of their repentance is their action
which is apparent to all. It is seen by God, His Messenger and the believers. In the
hereafter, they are returned to the One whose knowledge encompasses what is
manifest and what is thought to be hidden, as well as physical actions and inner
feelings.

Regretting slips and mistakes and repenting past errors do not represent the end.
It is the action that follows such repentance that counts. It may either give credence
to such feelings of regret and build new actions on their basis or undermine them
and deprive them of their value.

Islam is a practical code of living in which feelings and intentions count for little
unless they are transformed into real action. A good intention has its place, but the
final verdict is not determined on its basis. A good intention is added to the action
following it in order to determine its value. This is the import of the hadith in which
the Prophet says: “Actions are but by intentions.” So intention on its own is of little
value unless it is acted upon.

Awaiting God’s Judgement

The fourth group of people in the society that lived in Madinah and its
surrounding area at the time of the revelation of this suirah are left to God to judge in
their case: “And yet there are others who must await God’s judgement. He will either punish
them or turn to them in His mercy. God is All-knowing, Wise.” (Verse 106)

This is the fourth group of people who did not join the expedition, and whose
cases were deferred for judgement. These were different from the hypocrites, the
apologetic, and the repentant who admitted their error. Until the revelation of these
verses, nothing had been determined in the case of this group. Their cases were left
to God for judgement. Neither they nor anyone else were aware of what decision
would be taken. It is reported that this verse speaks specifically about Murarah ibn
al-Rab1’, Ka'b ibn Malik and Hilal ibn Umayyah. These three did not take part in the
expedition out of laziness and in preference for the comforts of life at home to
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marching in the desert heat. They were treated differently by the Prophet, and their
cases will be discussed in full later.

Al-Tabari reports on the authority of Ibn “Abbas: “ After the revelation of the verse
which says, “Take a portion of their money as charity, so that you may cleanse and purify
them thereby,” the Prophet took money from Aba Lubabah and his companions and
gave it away in charity on their behalf. There remained three more who did not chain
themselves like Abia Lubabah. They were neither excused nor given any mention.
They were in dire trouble and felt the whole earth too tight for them. It is in reference
to these that God says: “And yet there are others who must await God’s judgement. He will
either punish them or turn to them in His mercy. God is All-knowing, Wise.” (Verse 106)
Some people said that these people were ruined as no acceptance of their repentance
had been mentioned, while others continued to hope that they would be forgiven by
God. Thus, their cases were deferred for judgement by God Himself. Then the later
verses were revealed which state: “God has assuredly turned in His mercy to the Prophet,
the Muhajirin and the Ansar, who followed him in the hour of hardship, when the hearts of a
group of them had almost faltered. Then again He turned to them in mercy; for He is
compassionate towards them, merciful. And [so too] to the three who were left behind.”
(Verses 117-118) Thus they were included among those to whom God has turned in
His mercy. This report sounds more authentic.

Since their cases were deferred for judgement, we prefer to postpone discussion of
their cases till we discuss these later verses, God willing.

A Mosque to Promote Unbelief

And there are those who have established a house of worship out of mischievous
motives, to promote unbelief and disunity among the believers, and to provide an
outpost for those who have already been warring against God and His Messenger.
They will certainly swear: ‘We have only the best of intentions.” God bears witness
that they certainly are liars. Never set a foot there. Only a house of worship that from
the very first day has been founded on piety is worthy of you standing to pray there.
In it are men who love to grow in purity, for God loves those who purify themselves.
Who is better: a man who founds his building [motivated by a sense of] being God-
fearing and seeking His goodly acceptance, or one who founds his building on the edge
of a crumbling precipice, so that it tumbles with him in the fire of hell? God does not
quide the wrongdoers. The structure which they have built will continue to be a source
of disquiet in their hearts, until their hearts are torn to pieces. God is All-knowing,
Wise. (Verses 107-110)

The story of this mosque intended for mischief is prominent in the events of the
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expedition to Tabtuk. This is the reason for making specific mention of the hypocrites
who built it. Their case is discussed at length after completing the discussion of the
various groups of people in the Muslim society at the time.

In his commentary on the Qur’an, Ibn Kathir reports:

The reason for the revelation of these verses is that before the Prophet’s
arrival in Madinah, there lived in it a man from the tribe of the Khazraj called
Abt “Amir and nicknamed al-Rahib. He had adopted Christianity and read
the Bible. He used to be a man of devotion before the advent of Islam, and he
enjoyed a position of great honour among the Khazraj. When the Prophet
arrived in Madinah and the Muslims there rushed to his support, Islam began
to gather strength. Then the Prophet and his Companions achieved their
resounding victory in the Battle of Badr, but Aba *Amir was in distress at
their success and he was now open with his hostility. He then left Madinah
secretly and joined the unbelievers in Makkah encouraging them to fight
God’s Messenger. They gathered their forces and were joined by other tribes
to attack Madinah for the Battle of Uhud which was a test for the believers
and the final outcome was in favour of those who were God-fearing.

This evil man dug large holes in the ground in the area separating the two
hosts. The Prophet fell into one of them and received an injury to his face, and
his right lower front tooth was broken. There was a cut on his forehead. At
the beginning of the battle, Aba “Amir stepped forward and addressed his
clansmen among the Angar, calling on them to support him. When they
recognized him and understood his purpose, they abused him, describing
him as an enemy of God. He went back to the Quraysh saying some evil had
befallen his people after he had left them.

Before Aba “Amir left Madinah, the Prophet had called on him to believe in
God and he recited the Qur'an to him, but he stubbornly refused. The
Prophet then prayed that he would die in a far away land, without support.
That was indeed his end. When the Battle of Uhud was over and the Muslims
were able to overcome its effects, he felt that the Prophet would move from
strength to strength. He then fled to join Hercules, the Byzantine Emperor,
and tried to persuade him to fight the Prophet. He promised him something
to satisfy him and Aba “Amir stayed in his court. He started to write to a
group of hypocrites from his tribe, promising them that he would come at the
head of a large army to defeat the Prophet. He asked them to establish an
outpost where anyone he would be sending could stay, and where he himself
would establish residence when he came. They started to build what
ostensibly was a mosque at a place not far away from the Quba” Mosque.
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The building was completed before the Prophet marched towards Tabtk. The
hypocrites who built it came to the Prophet and asked him to come over and
pray in their mosque, hoping that they would use that prayer as an
endorsement of their action. They told the Prophet that they intended it to be
used by the weak and the ill on a rainy night. However, God protected him
against praying in such a place. He said to them: “We have embarked on a
travel. So let it be until we come back, God willing.” When the Prophet was
on his way back from Tabtk, and at a distance of one day’s travel from
Madinah, or even less, the Angel Gabriel came down with the true story of
this mosque intended for evil and to sow seeds of discord among the
believers who used to pray in the Quba” Mosque which was founded right
from the first day on piety. The Prophet dispatched some of his Companions
to pull this other mosque down before he arrived in Madinah.3”

This is then the story of the mosque which was built by the hypocrites to further
their designs against Islam. The Prophet was instructed not to pray there, but to pray
in the first mosque built in the Islamic period, i.e. the Quba” Mosque which was
founded on piety right from the first day. It was frequented by people who were
keen to do everything that helped them to grow in purity, and “God loves those who
purify themselves.” (Verse 108)

Houses of False Worship

It was then at the time of the Prophet that a mosque for mischief making was built
by the hypocrites, intended to scheme against Islam and to undermine the position of
the Muslims. Its purpose was to promote unbelief and to provide a cover for those
who plotted against the Muslim community, co-operating with the enemies of Islam
while pretending to be believers. The same types of mosque are still being
established in a great variety of forms, making use of advanced evil. These may take
the form of an activity which ostensibly seeks to promote Islam, but works in reality
to obliterate or disform it or to deprive it of its true character. They may also establish
regimes or social orders which raise a false religious banner, when in reality they
undermine Islam. They can also take the form of organizations, books and research
which take on a religious guise in order to pacify those who feel ill at ease as they see
Islam being attacked by its enemies. These organizations and books try to quieten
their worries, reassuring them that Islam is still in a healthy position.

Because there are so many masks and disguised places of mischief, it is important
that they should be known and identified. They should be made to appear in their

%7 Tbn Kathir, op.cit., p. 353.

201



true colours, and their reality laid bare. If we do this, we will only be doing what was
done to this mosque once its true nature was unmasked so clearly and powerfully:
“And there are those who have established a house of worship out of mischievous motives, to
promote unbelief and disunity among the believers, and to provide an outpost for those who
have already been warring against God and His Messenger. They will certainly swear: ‘We
have only the best of intentions.” God bears witness that they certainly are liars. Never set a
foot there. Only a house of worship that from the very first day has been founded on piety is
worthy of you standing to pray there. In it are men who love to grow in purity, for it God
loves those who purify themselves. Who is better: a man who founds his building [motivated
by a sense of] being God-fearing and seeking His goodly acceptance, or one who founds his
building on the edge of a crumbling precipice, so that it tumbles with him in the fire of hell?
God does not guide the wrongdoers. The structure which they have built will continue to be a
source of disquiet in their hearts, until their hearts are torn to pieces. God is All-knowing,
Wise.” (Verses 107-110)

The inimitable Qur’anic style draws here a very vivid picture showing the end
which awaits every deceptive structure built close to a real mosque or centre of piety,
and intended to play the same role as that of the first such mosque built by the
hypocrites of Madinah. It reassures the true advocates of faith who are keen to purge
themselves of the evil designs of the enemies of Islam: “Who is better: a man who
founds his building [motivated by a sense of] being God-fearing and seeking His goodly
acceptance, or one who founds his building on the edge of a crumbling precipice, so that it
tumbles with him in the Fire of Hell? God does not guide the wrongdoers.” (Verse 109)

Let us pause for a moment to look at the solid foundations of a building
established on fear of God. It is firm, solid and well established. Let us then look at
the other side and see the swift and violent movement which shakes the deceptive
structure. It is founded on the edge of a precipice which is crumbling, about to
collapse. We see it now shaking, sliding and falling into a deep precipice. And that
precipice is the fire of hell. For God provides no guidance for the unbelievers who
have built this edifice to use it as a place of scheming against Islam and the Muslims.

This remarkably vivid scene which is full of movement is painted and brought
alive with just a few words, which reassure the advocates of the truth that the
scheming of the hypocrites and the unbelievers will come to nought. Thus those who
build their structure on a proper foundation of fear of God will be able to face up to
others who scheme against this religion of Islam.

The siirah paints another remarkable scene showing the effects on the evil builders
of their deceptive structure: “The structure which they have built will continue to be a
source of disquiet in their hearts, until their hearts are torn to pieces. God is All-knowing,
Wise.” (Verse 110) The edge has crumbled and the ill-intended structure built on it
has collapsed and fallen into the precipice, into the fire of hell, and good riddance!
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Yet the effects of that building remain in the hearts of its builders in the form of
doubt, worry and confusion. It will continue to deprive them of any comfort and
stability until their hearts are torn into pieces and collapse from their positions.

The image of a collapsing building is complementary to that of doubt, instability
and worry. The first depicts a physical picture and the other a mental one. Both are
held side by side in the remarkable scene painted by the inimitable Qur’anic style.
They also complement each other in practical human situations in every age. The
deviant schemer will always be shaken, confused, unstable, worried lest his reality is
unmasked. This is perhaps the secret of the surpassing excellence of the Qur’an. It
depicts feelings with artistic beauty and remarkable complementarity and contrast.
At the same time it maintains simplicity and clarity of expression and vividness in its
imagery.

Beyond all this there is a definite purpose served by the unmasking of the true
nature of the mosque built by the hypocrites, and by the classifying of the
community into those levels of belief. Thus the path is charted for the Islamic
movement and its field of operation is clearly drawn.

As it was revealed, the Qur’an was providing leadership, direction and education
for the Muslim community, and preparing it to undertake its great task. The Qur’an
will not be properly understood unless it is taken within its great field of operation. It
will only be understood by people who undertake to move with it along its clear
path.
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7

The Earth’s Suffocating
Expanse

God has bonght of the belrevers their lives and
their property, promusing them heaven in refurn:
they fight for the cause of God, kil and be killed.
This is a true promise which He has made
binding on Himself in the Torah, the Gospel and
the Quran. Who is more true to bis promise
than God? Rejoice, then, in the bargain you have
meade with Him. That is the supreme trinmph.
(111)

[1t is a trinmph for] those who tum to God in
repentance, who worship and praise Hims, who
contemplate |God and His creation], who bow
down and prostrate themselves, who enjoin: the
doing of what is right and forbid the doing of what
is wrong, and keep within the limits set out by
God. Give you [Prophet] glad tidings to the
belsevers. (112)

It is not for the Prophet and the believers to pray
Jor the forgiveness of those who associate partners
with God, even though they may be their close
relatives, afler it has become clear that they are
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destined for the blazing fire. (113)

Abrabanm: prayed for the forgiveness of bis father
only becanse of a promse he had made to hin.
But when it became dlear to bim that he was
God's eneny, he disowned hing; Abrabam was
710t tender-hearted, most clement. (114)

Never will God let peaple go astray after He has
given them guidance until He has made plain to
them all that they should avoid. God has perfect
knowledge of all things. (115)

To God belongs the kingdom of the heavens and
the earth; He alone gives life and causes death.
Besides God, you have none to protect or support
you. (116)

God has assuredly tnmed in His mercy to the
Propher, the Mubdajirin and the Angar, who
Jfollowed binz in the hour of hardship, when the
hearts of a group of them had almost faltered.
Then again He turned to them in mervy; for He
15 compassionate towards them, Merciful. (117)

Apnd [so too] 1o the three who were left bebind:
when the earth, vast as it is, seemed to dlose in
upon them, and their own souls had become too
constricted, they realized that there was no refuge
from God exept by returning to Him. He then
turned to them in mercy, so that they nught
repent. God is indeed the One who accepts
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repentance, the merciful. (118)

Belrevers, have fear of God and be among those
who are truthful. (119)

I# does not behove the peaple of Madinah and the
bedouins who lve around them to hold back from
Jollowing  God’s  Messenger, or to care for
themselves more than for bing for, whenever they
endure thirst, stress, or bunger for the sake of
God, or take any step which would irvitate the
un- believers, or inflict any loss on the enenry, a
ood deed is recorded in their favour. God does not
suffer the reward of those who do good to be lost.

(120)

And whenever they spend anything for the sake of
God, be it little or nuch, or traverse a valley [in
support of God's cause], it is recorded for thems, so
that God will give them the best reward for what
they do. (121)

12 is not desirable that all the belwevers should go
out to fight. From every section of them some
should go forth, so that they may acquire a degper
knowledge of the faith and wam their pegple
when they retum to them, so that they may lfake
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heed. (122)

Belrevers, fight these of the unbelievers who are
near you, and let them find you tough; and know
that God is with those who are God-fearing,
(123)

W henever a sitrab is revealed, some of them say:
Which of you has this strengthened in faith?’ It
certainly strengthens the believers in their faith,
and so they rejoice. (124)

But as for those whose hearts are diseased, it only
adds wickedness to their wickedness, and so they
diie unbelevers. (125)

Do they not see that they are tested once or twice
every year? Yet they do not repent, and they do
not take warning. (126)

Whenever a sirab is revealed, they look at one
another [as if to say]: Is anyone watching?” 1 hen
they twn away. God has turned their hearts
away, for they are pegple devoid of understanding,
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Him. In Him have 1 placed mzy trust. He is the 7 ]
Lord of the Mighty Throne. (129) ) o]
Overview

This final passage of the surah outlines a number of final rulings that govern the
Muslim community’s relations with other groups and communities. It starts with
defining the relationship between a Muslim and his Lord, the nature of Islam and an
outline of Islamic duties and methods of action.

e Embracing Islam is described as a deal in which the buyer is God while the
believer is the seller. Since it is a sale to God, believers have no say over
anything in their lives. Neither their property nor their person can be withheld
from serving God’s cause. The final product is that God’s word should be
supreme, and all submission is made to God alone. The price a believer
receives in this deal is admittance into heaven, which is far superior in value
to the commodity he offers. Therefore, he receives it as a favour from God:
“God has bought of the believers their lives and their property, promising them heaven
in return: they fight for the cause of God, kill and be killed. This is a true promise
which He has made binding on Himself in the Torah, the Gospel and the Qur’an. Who
is more true to his promise than God? Rejoice, then, in the bargain you have made
with Him. That is the supreme triumph.” (Verse 111)

e The people who enter into this deal are a select few with distinctive qualities,
some of which apply to them in their direct relationship with God, their
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Al-Tawbah (The Repentance) | THE EARTH’S SUFFOCATING EXPANSE

feelings and the worship they offer. Their other qualities are concerned with
the duties under this deal, which requires them to work for the establishment
of the divine faith on earth, enjoin what is right and forbid what is wrong, and
to see to it that God’s bounds are respected: “[It is a triumph for]| those who turn
to God in repentance, who worship and praise Him, who contemplate [God and His
creation], who bow down and prostrate themselves, who enjoin the doing of what is
right and forbid the doing of what is wrong, and keep within the limits set out by God.
Give you [Prophet] glad tidings to the believers.” (Verse 112)

The verses that follow in this passage show that relations between the
believers who make this deal and all others, including their close relatives, are
severed. The two groups move in opposite directions, towards opposite ends.
Those who are party to this deal go to heaven, while the others go to hell. The
two meet neither in this world nor in the next. Hence, blood relationships
cannot establish a bond between the two: “It is not for the Prophet and the
believers to pray for the forgiveness of those who associate partners with God, even
though they may be their close relatives, after it has become clear that they are destined
for the blazing fire. Abraham prayed for the forgiveness of his father only because of a
promise he had made to him. But when it became clear to him that he was God'’s
enemy, he disowned him; Abraham was most tender-hearted, most clement.” (Verses
113-114)

A believer’s loyalty must be purely to God. It is on the basis of this unified
loyalty that all ties and bonds are established. Here we have a clear statement
by God clarifying all issues and leaving no room for error. It is more than
enough for the believers that they have God’s protection and support. With
these promised by the One who is the master of the universe, they need
nothing from anyone else: “Never will God let people go astray after He has given
them guidance until He has made plain to them all that they should avoid. God has
perfect knowledge of all things. To God belongs the kingdom of the heavens and the
earth; He alone gives life and causes death. Besides God, you have none to protect or
support you.” (Verses 115-116)

With the nature of the deal being such, reluctance to join an expedition
serving God’s cause is a very serious matter. However, God has pardoned
those whom He knew to have good intentions and a firm resolve to do their
duty after having once failed. Thus, He turned to them in mercy: “God has
assuredly turned in His mercy to the Prophet, the Muhajirin and the Ansar, who
followed him in the hour of hardship, when the hearts of a group of them had almost
faltered. Then again He turned to them in mercy; for He is compassionate towards
them, merciful. And [so too] to the three who were left behind: when the earth, vast as
it is, seemed to close in upon them, and their own souls had become too constricted,
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they realized that there was no refuge from God except by returning to Him. He then
turned to them in mercy, so that they might repent. God is indeed the One who
accepts repentance, the Merciful.” (Verses 117-118)

This is followed by a clear definition of the duties of the people of Madinah
and the Bedouins that live nearby on account of’ their pledges given to the
Prophet. It should be remembered that those formed the solid base of the
Muslim community that was the standard-bearer of Islam. Strong objections
are raised to staying behind, coupled with a clear statement of the terms of the
deal and the actions to be taken in fulfilment of those pledges: “It does not
behove the people of Madinah and the bedouins who live around them to hold back
from following God’s Messenger, or to care for themselves more than for him; for,
whenever they endure thirst, stress, or hunger for the sake of God, or take any step
which would irritate the unbelievers, or inflict any loss on the enemy, a good deed is
recorded in their favour. God does not suffer the reward of those who do good to be
lost. And whenever they spend anything for the sake of God, be it little or much, or
traverse a valley [in support of God’s cause], it is recorded for them, so that God will
give them the best reward for what they do.” (Verses 120-121)

This encouragement to go forth on jihad for God’s cause is coupled with a
clarification that shows the limits of general mobilization, particularly after
the land area of the Muslim state had become much bigger and the number of
Muslims increased manifold. It is now feasible that only some of them should
go to fight the enemy and acquire a more profound knowledge of the faith.
The rest should stay behind to look after the needs of the community, provide
logistic support and discharge other duties. All these efforts converge at the
end: “It is not desirable that all the believers should go out to fight. From every
section of them some should go forth, so that they may acquire a deeper knowledge of
the faith and warn their people when they return to them, so that they may take heed.”
(Verse 122)

The next verse defines the line the jihad movement should follow after the
entire Arabian Peninsula has become the base of Islam. Now jihad should
mean fighting the unbelievers all together, so that all oppression is ended and
people submit only to God. The same applies to jihid against the people of
earlier revelations until they pay the submission tax: “Believers, fight those of the
unbelievers who are near you, and let them find you tough; and know that God is with
those who are God-fearing.” (Verse 123)

Now that a full clarification of the pledge and the responsibilities it lays down,
and the line the Muslim community should follow is given, the sirah provides
two contrasting pictures showing the opposite attitudes of the believers and
unbelievers towards the Qur’an as it is being revealed. Needless to say, the
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Qur’an opens up positive responses to faith within people’s hearts, outlines
practical duties, and censures the hypocrites for their paying no heed to
reminders and tests: “Whenever a surah is revealed, some of them say: ‘Which of
you has this strengthened in faith?’ It certainly strengthens the believers in their faith,
and so they rejoice. But as for those whose hearts are diseased, it only adds wickedness
to their wickedness, and so they die unbelievers. Do they not see that they are tested
once or twice every year? Yet they do not repent, and they do not take warning.”
(Verses 124-126)

e The final two verses of the surah describe the Prophet’s concern and
compassion for the believers. The Prophet himself is directed to place his trust
totally in God and to pay little heed to those who reject God’s guidance:
“Indeed there has come to you a Messenger from among yourselves: one who grieves
much that you should suffer [in the life to come]; one who is full of concern for you;
and who is tender and full of compassion towards the believers. Should they turn
away, then say to them: ‘God is enough for me! There is no deity other than Him. In
Him have I placed my trust. He is the Lord of the Mighty Throne.” (Verses 128-129)

This brief outline of this final passage reflects the strong emphasis placed on jihad,
the alignment of loyalties on the basis of faith, the advocacy of the Islamic faith
throughout the world, in line with the terms of the pledge of loyalty required of
believers. This pledge is shown here as a deal by which believers sell their lives and
property in return for heaven. This means fighting to establish the divine order, with
the emphasis on God’s sovereignty over people and land. No acknowledgement of
sovereignty to anyone else can be condoned.

Perhaps this quick outline of the passage shows the extent of defeatism that
overwhelms people who try hard to explain the Qur’an in such a way that limits jihad
to the narrow sense of defending the ‘land of Islam’. Yet the verses here declare very
clearly the need to fight unbelievers who live next to this land of Islam, without
reference to any aggression they might have perpetrated. Indeed their basic
aggression is the one they perpetrate against God as they submit themselves and
other people to deities other than Him. It is this type of aggression that must be
fought through jihad by all Muslims.

A Very Special Contract

God has bought of the believers their lives and their property, promising them heaven
in return: they fight for the cause of God, kill and be killed. This is a true promise
which He has made binding on Himself in the Torah, the Gospel and the Qur’an. Who
is more true to his promise than God? Rejoice, then, in the bargain you have made
with Him. That is the supreme triumph. (Verse 111)
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I have heard this verse recited and have read it myself countless times over a long
period starting from when I first memorized the Qur’an and later when I used to
recite and study it over a period of more than a quarter of a century. But when I
began to reflect on it in order to write about it in this commentary, I began to
understand it in a way that did not occur to me previously.

It is an inspiring verse, revealing the nature of the relationship between the
believers and God, and the nature of the deal they make with God when they adopt
Islam and which remains in force throughout their lives. Whoever makes this deal
and remains true to it is the one who may truly be described as a believer reflecting
the nature of faith. Otherwise his claim to be a believer remains short of proof.

The nature of this deal, or this contract of sale, as God graciously describes it, is
that He has taken for Himself the souls and property of the believers, leaving them
nothing of all that. They do not retain any part of that which they would feel too dear
to sacrifice for His cause. They no longer have any choice whether to spend it in
turthering His cause or not. It is indeed a deal that has been concluded and sealed.
The buyer may do what He likes, as He pleases, with what He has bought. The seller
has no option other than to fulfil the terms of the deal. He cannot argue or make any
choices. He can only do what the deal specifies. The price given for this purchase is
paradise, and the way to be followed by the sellers is that of jihad, fighting and
sacrificing their lives, and the end result is either victory or martyrdom.

“God has bought of the believers their lives and their property, promising them heaven in
return: they fight for the cause of God, kill and be killed.” (Verse 111) Whoever is party to
this deal, signing the contract, paying the price agreed is a true believer. It is with the
believers that God has made this deal of purchase. He has bestowed His grace on
them by specifying a price. He is, after all, the One who gives life and property to all
His creation, and He has also given human beings the ability to make a choice. He
then bestowed further grace on human beings by making them able to make
contracts, even with God Himself, and holding them to their contracts. He makes the
honouring of their contract an evidence of their humanity, while going back on it is
evidence of sinking back to the level of animals, and the worst of animals: “Indeed, the
worst of all creatures in God’s sight are the ones who have denied the truth, and therefore will
not believe; those with whom you have concluded a treaty, and then they break their treaty at
every occasion, entertaining no sense of fearing God.” (8: 55-56) He has also made the
honouring or violation of such deals the criterion of reckoning and reward.

It is indeed an awesome deal, but it remains binding on every believer who is able
to honour its terms. He is not to be exempt from it unless he goes back on his faith.
Hence the sense of dread that I feel now as I am writing these words. “God has bought
of the believers their lives and their property, promising them heaven in return: they fight for
the cause of God, kill and be killed.” (Verse 111) My Lord, we certainly need Your help.
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The deal fills us with awe. Yet those who are claiming to be Muslims everywhere,
from the far east to the far west are sitting idle, unwilling to strive hard in order to
establish the fundamental truth of God’s Lordship on earth, or to remove the tyranny
which usurps the qualities of Lordship over human life on earth. They are unwilling
to fight, kill and be killed for God’s cause, and unwilling to undertake a struggle that
does not involve fighting and sacrificing one’s life.

These words touched the hearts of the early Muslims at the time of the Prophet
and were transformed into a reality that they would experience in life. They were not
mere words carrying certain abstract meanings for contemplation and reflection.
They were meant for immediate implementation. This is how “Abdullah ibn
Rawahah felt at the time of the second pledge given by the Ansir to the Prophet at
*Aqabah as reported by Muhammad ibn Ka'b al-Qurazi and others: “ *Abdullah ibn
Rawahah asked God’s Messenger to specify God’s conditions and his own
conditions. The Prophet said: *As for God, the condition is that you worship Him
alone, associating no partners with Him. And as for myself, the condition is that you
protect me like you protect yourselves and your property.” He said: “What do we get
in return if we fulfil these terms?” The Prophet said: ‘Paradise.” They all said: ‘This is
a profitable deal. We accept no going back and we will not go back on it ourselves.””

That is how they felt about the whole contract: it was a profitable deal that allows
no going back by either party. They treated it as a final deal concluded and sealed,
with no opting out clause. The price, which is paradise, is paid, not deferred. Is it not
a promise made by God Himself? Is He not the purchaser? Is He not the One who
has made an old promise specifying the price in all His revelations: “This is a true
promise which He has made binding on Himself in the Torah, the Gospel and the Qur’an.”
(Verse 111)

“Who is more true to his promise than God?” (Verse 111) Indeed a promise by God is
certain to be honoured. No one fulfils his promises like He does.

Jihad, or striving for God’s cause, is a deal made by every believer, ever since the
tirst Messenger was sent to mankind with a religion setting out the principles of
faith. It is a course of action that is necessary to put life on a proper footing. Without
it human life will not follow its right course. It is as God says in the Qur’an: “Had it
not been for the fact that God repels one group of people by another, the earth would have been
utterly corrupted.” (2: 251) And He also says: “Had it not been for the fact that God repels
one group of people by another, monasteries, temples, houses of worship and mosques,
wherein God'’s name is often praised, would have been pulled down.” (22: 40)

A True Promise and a Profitable Deal

The truth must certainly move along its well-known way, and it is inevitable that
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falsehood should try to obstruct its march. The true faith revealed by God must set
forth to liberate all mankind from submission to other creatures and to return them
to serve and submit to God alone. Tyranny is certain to try to stop it and foil its
efforts. The aim of the faith is to reach all corners of the world and liberate all
mankind. The truth must set out along its way, without hesitation in order to prevent
falsehood from gaining access to it. As long as unbelief and falsehood continue to
exist anywhere in the world, and as long as people continue to submit to beings other
than God, thus causing man to be humiliated, then striving for God’s cause must
continue. The deal made by every believer must be fulfilled, or else he is not a
believer. The Prophet is quoted as saying: “Whoever dies without having joined a
campaign of jihad, or at least considered joining it, betrays an aspect of hypocrisy.”
[Related by Ahmad, Muslim, Aba Dawad and al-Nasa'1.]

“Rejoice, then, in the bargain you have made with Him. That is the supreme triumph.”
(Verse 111) Yes, people should rejoice at having dedicated their souls and their
property for God’s cause in return for admittance into heaven, as God Himself has
promised. What does a believer miss out on when he honours his part of the deal?
He certainly does not miss out on anything. He is certain to die anyway, and his
wealth is certain to go, whether he spends it to serve God’s cause or in any other
way. Being in paradise is a great gain which a believer actually gets for nothing, since
the price he offers would be gone anyway, whichever course of action he follows.

We need not mention the position of honour man attains when he conducts his life
in line with what God requires of him. If he attains victory, then it is a victory
achieved to make God’s word supreme, to establish the faith God has revealed and
to liberate God’s servants from subjugation by human beings. If he attains
martyrdom, then he is a martyr sacrificing his life for God’s cause, making a
testimony that he values his faith as more precious than his life. At every moment
and at every step he feels himself to be stronger than the shackles and bonds of life,
and that the burdens of this earthly life cannot stop his march. His faith triumphs
over pain, and over life itself.

On its own this is a great victory, because it represents the fulfilment of man’s
humanity through his release from the burdens of his needs. When admittance to
heaven is added as a reward, then the sale he has made calls for him to rejoice as it
represents a great triumph indeed: “Rejoice then in the bargain you have made with Him.
That is the supreme triumph.” (Verse 111)

We need to pause here a little to reflect on God’s statement which says: “This is a
true promise which He has made binding on Himself in the Torah, the Gospel and the
Qur’an.” (Verse 111) The promise God has made in the Qur’an to those who strive for
His cause is well known and is repeated several times. It leaves no room for any
doubt about the fact that striving for God’s cause is an essential part of the Islamic
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way of life as revealed by God Himself. Such striving is indeed the means to counter
any human situation, at any place or time. It is to be remembered that the state of
ignorance, or jahiliyyah, is found in a human grouping or community that resorts to
physical force to protect itself. It is not a theoretical concept standing in opposition to
another. It takes practical steps to resist the divine faith and to overcome any Islamic
grouping that upholds it. It prevents people from listening to the general declaration
Islam makes which emphasizes that God is the only Lord to whom all human beings
should submit; the declaration that ensures the liberation of all mankind throughout
the world from submission to creatures of any sort. It actually stops people from
joining the liberated Islamic community. Hence Islam has no choice but to confront
the physical power that protects jahiliyyah groupings, which, in turn, try their utmost
to crush the Muslim revivalist groups and suppress their declaration announcing the
liberation of mankind.

God’s promise in the Torah and the Gospel to those who strive for His cause needs
clarification. The Torah and the Gospel that are today in circulation cannot be
described as the ones which God — limitless is He in His glory — revealed to His
Messengers, Moses and Jesus (peace be upon them both). Even the Jews and the
Christians do not claim that. They agree that the original versions of these Scriptures
are not in existence. What they have today was written long after the revelation of
these books, when all that was left was the little committed to memory after more
than one generation. Much was added to that small memorized portion.

Nevertheless there remain in the Old Testament clear references to jihad and much
encouragement to the Jews to fight their pagan enemies in order to ensure the
triumph of their faith. Having said that, we should remember that distortion has
crept into their concept of God and what striving for His cause means.

On the other hand, the Gospels that circulate among Christians today do not
include any reference to jihad. We must, however, revise the concepts people have of
the nature of Christianity, because these are taken from those Gospels which are not
authentic, a fact conceded by Christian scholars. Besides, their lack of authenticity
has been stated by God Himself in His last book, the Qur'an, which admits no
falsehood whatsoever. And in the Qur’an God says clearly that His promise to grant
heaven to those who strive for His cause, kill and be killed, was spelled out in the
Torah, the Gospel and the Qur’an. This is, then, the true fact which no counter
argument can disprove.

What this statement means is that jihad, or striving for God’s cause, is a deal
binding on everyone who believes in God, ever since God sent messengers to
mankind to preach His faith. But striving for God’s cause does not mean rushing to
tight the enemy. It is the practical translation of a principle of faith which influences
the feelings, attitudes, behaviour and worship of the believers. Those with whom
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God has made this deal reflect their faith by their true characteristics outlined in the
next verse.

The Characteristics of True Believers

Those who turn to God in repentance, who worship and praise Him, who contemplate
[God and His creation], who bow down and prostrate themselves, who enjoin the
doing of what is right and forbid the doing of what is wrong, and keep within the
limits set out by God. Give you [Prophet] glad tidings to the believers. (Verse 112)

The first of these qualities is that they “turn to God in repentance.” They appeal to
Him for forgiveness, regretting any slip they may make and resolving to turn to Him
and follow His guidance in their future days. They will not revert to sin. They will
endeavour to do only good actions in order to make their repentance a reality. It is
then a means of purging themselves of the effects of temptation and of mending their
ways so that they can earn God’s acceptance.

“Who worship and praise Him.” (Verse 112) They submit and dedicate their worship
to Him alone, acknowledging that He is God, the only Lord. This is a basic quality of
theirs which is manifested by their worship, and also by their dedicating all their
actions and statements to the pursuit of God’s pleasure. Their worship, then, is
meant as a practical confirmation of their belief in God’s oneness. They praise God
acknowledging His grace which He bestows on them. They praise Him continuously,
in times of happiness and in times of adversity. When they are happy they praise
God for His blessings, and when they go through difficult times they praise Him
because they know that the difficulty is a test which they need to pass. They realize
that God will show them His mercy when they prove their metal by going through
the test with their faith unshaken. True praise is not that expressed only in times of
ease and happiness. It is the praise genuinely expressed in times of adversity,
recognizing that God, the Just and Merciful, would not put a believer through a trial
unless it is eventually for his own good. A believer may not know that at the time,
but God certainly knows it.

“Who contemplate [God and His creation.]” (Verse 112) The meaning of the Arabic
term which is translated here in this fashion is not readily apparent. There are several
interpretations of what it means.

Some people suggest that it refers to those who leave their homes to support
God’s cause, while others suggest that it refers to those who strive hard for its
triumph. Other scholars suggest that it refers to those who travel in pursuit of
knowledge, and still others say that it refers to people who fast. We feel that the
interpretation we have chosen is closer to its meaning. It is in reference to such a
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quality that God says elsewhere in the Qur'an: “In the creation of the heavens and the
earth, and in the succession of night and day, there are indeed signs for men endowed with
insight, who remember God when they stand, sit and lie down, and reflect on the creation of
the heavens and the earth: ‘Our Lord, You have not created all this in vain. Limitless are You
in Your glory. Guard us, then, against the torment of the fire.”” (3: 190-191) The quality of
contemplation and reflection is better suited to the context here. With repentance,
worship and praising of God comes the quality of reflecting on God and His
dominion which will inevitably lead to turning to Him, acknowledging His wisdom
manifested in all His creation. The contemplation and reflection are not meant for
their own sake or for gaining more knowledge of the world around us, but they
should be made the basis on which human society is built.

“Who bow down and prostrate themselves.” (Verse 112) They attend to their prayers
which becomes an essential part of their life. Praying is thus made one of their
distinctive characteristics.

“Who enjoin the doing of what is right and forbid the doing of what is wrong.” (Verse
112) When a Muslim community that conducts its life in accordance with God’s law
is established, making clear that it submits to God and no one else, then the quality of
enjoining the doing of what is right and forbidding what is wrong is seen to be fully
operative within this community. It addresses any errors of implementation of, or
deviation from, the code of living God has revealed. But when there is no Islamic
community which gives supremacy to the implementation of God’s law, then this
quality of enjoining what is right should be addressed totally to the most important
thing, which is acceptance of God’s oneness, submission to His authority and the
establishment of a truly Islamic community.

Similarly, the forbidding of what is wrong should also address the greatest wrong,
namely, submission to authorities other than God’s through enforcing laws that are
at variance with His law. Those who responded to the Prophet Muhammad (peace be
upon him) and believed in his message, migrated, and strove to establish the Muslim
state that implements God’s law and a Muslim community that is governed on its
basis. When this was achieved, they continued to enjoin what is right and forbid
what is wrong, addressing matters that related to the details of worship or violation
of the Islamic code of living. They never spent any time addressing these details
before the establishment of the Islamic state and its Muslim community, because
these details only arose as a later and practical development. The concept of doing
what is right and forbidding what is wrong must be understood in the light of
reality. No matter of detail, whether right or wrong, need be addressed before the
basic and essential one is completed, as happened when the first Islamic community
came into being.

“And keep within the limits set out by God.” (Verse 112) That is to say, they make sure
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of the implementation of God’s law in their own life and in the life of the community,
and they resist anyone who tries to forestall it. Like the previous one, this quality can
only work in a Muslim community governed by God’s law in all its affairs. By
definition, such a community acknowledges God’s sovereignty as the only God, Lord
and Legislator, and rejects any authority which seeks to implement laws that are not
revealed by God. Efforts must concentrate first of all on the establishment of such a
community. Only when it comes into being, will those who “keep within the limits set
out by God” have their rightful place in it, as happened in the first Islamic community.

Such is the Islamic community with whom God has made this deal, and such are
its distinctive qualities: repentance brings a human being back to God’s way, stops
him from committing sin and motivates him to do what is right; worship maintains a
close relationship with God and sets the winning of His pleasure as people’s aim;
praising God in times of happiness and in adversity is a manifestation of total
submission to Him alone and complete trust in His justice and wisdom; reflecting on
God’s attributes and the signs that indicate His wisdom and perfection of creation;
enjoining what is right and forbidding what is wrong to expand people’s role so as to
ensure that the whole community is set on the right course; and keeping within the
limits set out by God to ensure their implementation and to prevent any violation.

Such is the believing community which is bound by a deal with God which
guarantees heaven in return for their lives and property which they sell to God. It
thus implements a rule that has been in force since the start of the divine faith, and
the revelation of God’s first message to mankind. The deal means fighting for God’s
cause with the aim of making His word supreme, killing those who stand in
opposition to God’s message or falling as martyrs in the continuing battle between
the truth and falsehood, Islam and jahiliyyah, God’s law and tyranny, divine
guidance and error.

Life is not all play, or all enjoyment and eating as animals eat. Nor is it cheap,
humble safety and comfort. True living means doing what is necessary in support of
the truth, striving for the cause of goodness, the achievement of victory for God’s
cause or sacrificing one’s life for that, and then earning God’s pleasure and
admittance into heaven. This is the true life which the believers are called upon to
seek: “Believers, respond to the call of God and the Messenger when he calls you to that
which will give you life.” (8: 24)

An Example to Follow

The believers whose lives and property God has bought in return for His promise
to admit them to paradise are a unique community, because faith is their only bond
which unites them and makes of them a well-knit community. This sirah which
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outlines the relationship between the Muslim community and others who do not
belong to it also makes a final judgement in respect of relationships not based on this
bond, particularly after the rapid expansion of the Muslim community following the
conquest of Makkah, when large numbers of people embraced Islam without being
fundamentally affected by its way of life. They continued to attach great importance
to blood relations. The verses that follow sever the ties that existed in the past
between the believers who have made this deal and those who have not taken part in
it, even though they may be related to them by blood. This is because they have two
different courses to follow and two widely different ends in the hereafter.

It is not for the Prophet and the believers to pray for the forgiveness of those who
associate partners with God, even though they may be their close relatives, after it has
become clear that they are destined for the blazing fire. Abraham prayed for the
forgiveness of his father only because of a promise he had made to him. But when it
became clear to him that he was God’s enemy, he disowned him; Abraham was most
tender-hearted, most clement. Never will God let people go astray after He has given
them guidance until He has made plain to them all that they should avoid. God has
perfect knowledge of all things. To God belongs the kingdom of the heavens and the
earth; He alone gives life and causes death. Besides God, you have none to protect or
support you. (Verses 113-116)

It appears that some Muslims used to pray to God to forgive their parents who
were unbelievers, and to request the Prophet to pray for their forgiveness. These
verses were then revealed to state that such prayer was evidence of their continued
attachment to blood relations which was unacceptable from true believers. It was not
right or up to them to do so. But the question arises here: how can the believers be
certain that those relatives were destined for hell-fire? Most probably that ensues
once those relatives die without having accepted the divine faith, when they can no
longer believe.

Faith is the great bond that regulates all human bonds and relationships. If it is
severed then all other bonds are uprooted. There can be no more value for bonds of
blood or marriage relationships, or bonds of race and nationality. It is either that faith
unites people and maintains their bonds, or there are no relationships when faith
does not exist: “Abraham prayed for the forgiveness of his father only because of a promise
he had made to him. But when it became clear to him that he was God’s enemy, he disowned
him; Abraham was most tender-hearted, most clement.” (Verse 114)

Abraham’s example in this regard should not be followed, because he was only
tulfilling a promise which he made to his father to pray for his forgiveness in the
hope that he would follow God’s guidance. At the time Abraham said to his father:
“Peace be on you. I shall pray to my Lord to forgive you; for He has always been very kind to
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me. But I shall withdraw from you all and from whatever you invoke instead of God, and I
shall pray to my Lord alone. Perhaps, by my prayer to my Lord I shall not be unblest.” (19:
47-48) When his father died an unbeliever and Abraham realized that he was an
enemy of God, he disowned him and severed all relations with him.

“Abraham was most tender-hearted, most clement.” (Verse 114) He used to pray to
God very often and with great sincerity. He was also clement and he would forgive
those who treated him badly. His father ill-treated him but he was forbearing. Yet
only when he realized that there was no hope that he would ever believe in God, did
he give up on him.

It has been reported that when these verses were revealed those believers who
were in the habit of praying for the forgiveness of their relatives feared that they
might have gone far astray because their action was against God’s law. The following
verse was then revealed to reassure them that no punishment could be incurred prior
to a clear definition of error: “Never will God let people go astray after He has given them
quidance until He has made plain to them all that they should avoid. God has perfect
knowledge of all things.” (Verse 115)

God does not hold against people anything He has not made clear that they
should avoid. He does not let them go astray because of certain actions unless these
are of a type which He has clearly forbidden them in advance. Human knowledge is
limited and it is God alone who has perfect knowledge of all things. God has made
this religion easy to follow, explaining what should be done and what should be
avoided with all clarity. He has left certain things without giving a clear verdict on
them. This is done on purpose to make things easier for people. He has made it clear
that we need not ask about those matters where a clear verdict has not been given,
lest such questioning should lead to more restrictions. Hence no one may forbid
what God has not clearly forbidden.

At the end of this passage, in an atmosphere which calls for abandoning blood ties
and being ready to sacrifice one’s life and property, the siirah makes a clear statement
that it is God alone who protects and supports the believers. He is the One who has
sovereignty over the heavens and the earth and it is He who controls life and death:
“To God belongs the kingdom of the heavens and the earth; He alone gives life and causes
death. Besides God, you have none to protect or support you.” (Verse 116) All property, all
human beings and all creation, the heavens and the earth, life and death, support and
protection are all in God’s hands. To maintain a strong tie with Him is sufficient for
anyone.

These categorical statements concerning blood relations indicate the hesitation
that some people might have shown and their leaning at one time to such ties and at
another to their bond of faith. It is fitting that this final definition is made in this surah
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which outlines the final shape of the relationship between the Muslim community
and other communities. It was not permissible to pray to God to forgive those who
died unbelievers. This is meant to purge the hearts of believers from any lingering
bonds. The only tie to unite the advocates of Islam is that of faith. It is an aspect of
their conceptual beliefs and also of their method of action. This is made abundantly
clear in this surah.

Acceptance of Repentance

With the nature of the deal between God and the believers being such, to refrain
from joining a jihad campaign by people who are able to do so is a very serious
matter indeed. Hence it was necessary to examine why some people were reluctant
to join such an expedition. The passage we are looking at explains how much grace
God bestows on the believers, overlooking their hesitation and their slips, serious as
these may be. It also speaks of the three people whose cases were deferred for
judgement.

God has assuredly turned in His mercy to the Prophet, the Muhajirin and the Ansar,
who followed him in the hour of hardship, when the hearts of a group of them had
almost faltered. Then again He turned to them in mercy; for He is compassionate
towards them, merciful. And [so too] to the three who were left behind: when the earth,
vast as it is, seemed to close in upon them, and their own souls had become too
constricted, they realized that there was no refuge from God except by returning to
Him. He then turned to them in mercy, so that they might repent. God is indeed the
One who accepts repentance, the merciful. (Verses 117-118)

That God turned in His mercy to the Prophet should be understood with reference
to the events of this expedition as a whole. It seems to be in line with what God said
earlier to the Prophet: “May God forgive you [Prophet]! Why did you grant them
permission [to stay behind] before you had come to know who were speaking the truth and
who were the liars?” (Verse 43) That was when some of them who were really able to
join the expedition came to him with fabricated excuses and he allowed them to stay
behind. God pardoned him for his attitude which was based on his own discretion.
He is told that it would have been better to wait until he had learnt who really had
valid reasons for staying behind.

As for turning in mercy to the Muhgjirin and the Ansar, the verse outlines its
causes. They are the ones “who followed him in the hour of hardship, when the hearts of a
group of them had almost faltered.” (Verse 117) Some of them were slow to join the
Muslim army, but they joined as it marched, as will be given in detail. These were
among the most sincere of believers. Others listened to the hypocrites as they tried to
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dissuade the believers from going out to confront the Byzantines whom they
described as fearsome fighters. Those, however, joined the army after their initial
reluctance.

We will review briefly some of the events of this expedition in order to capture a
sense of the prevailing atmosphere which God describes as “the hour of hardship.’
This may give us an insight into the feelings and actions that shaped the different
attitudes.8

An earlier verse in the surah gives the following instructions: “Fight against those
who — despite having been given Scriptures — do not truly believe in God and the Last Day,
and do not treat as forbidden that which God and His Messenger have forbidden, and do not
follow the religion of truth, till they [agree to] pay the submission tax with a willing hand,
after they have been humbled.” (Verse 29) Upon receiving this revelation the Prophet
instructed his Companions to get ready to fight the Byzantines. [It should be noted
here that the first engagement against the Byzantines was at the Battle of Mu'tah
which preceded the revelation of these verses. Hence, these orders simply outline a
permanent course of action which the Muslim community should always follow.]

This call to arms occurred at the height of the summer, when resources were
scarce, the weather was extremely hot, and when fruits had ripened. At such a time
people would prefer to stay at home and do very little work; travelling in the desert
was almost unbearable. It was the Prophet’s habit, whenever he intended to attack
any people that he would not specify the particular place he was going to, or the
particular people he wanted to attack, hoping to take his enemies by surprise. This
time, the difficulties presented by the journey made him inform the Muslims exactly

where they were going, so that they could prepare themselves as best as they could
for the difficult task ahead.

Some hypocrites went to the Prophet seeking leave to stay behind, giving the
absurd excuse that they might be infatuated with Byzantine girls when they saw
them, and he let them stay. It is in connection with this that God remonstrated with
the Prophet, but this remonstration opens with the statement that God has pardoned
the Prophet and turned to him in mercy: “May God forgive you [Prophet]! Why did you
grant them permission [to stay behind] before you had come to know who were speaking the
truth and who were the liars?” (Verse 43) In their reluctance to join the campaign of
jihad, and the doubts they raised about the truth of the Islamic message and their
hostility to the Prophet, the hypocrites advised one another not to join the army
because the hot summer was not a suitable time for war. Commenting on this, the
following verse was revealed: “They said [to one another]: ‘Do not go to war in this heat.”

* This account is a consolidated summary of the detailed reports of the Tabitk Expedition given in Al-
Sirah al-Nabawiyyah by Ibn Hisham, Imta" al-Asma” by al-Maqrizi, as well as Al-Bidayah wa'l-Nihayah
and Tafsir al-Qur'an al-"Azim, both by Ibn Kathir.
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Say: “The fire of hell is far hotter’ Would that they understood. They shall laugh but a little,
and they will weep much, in return for what they have earned.” (Verses 81-82)

The Prophet was informed that a group of hypocrites were meeting in the house of
a Jew called Suwaylim to discourage people and dissuade them from joining the
expedition. He sent Talhah ibn “Ubaydullah with a group of his Companions giving
them instructions to burn the house down. Talhah carried out the Prophet’s
instructions. One of the people inside called al-Dahhék tried to run away from the
back of the house and he fell and broke his leg, but later repented. The others also
jumped to safety.

The Prophet then gave orders to his Companions to speed up their preparations
and urged those with money and property to spend generously, and to provide
camels and horses for those who had none. Many of those who were rich came
forward with generous donations. The one who gave the greatest donation was
“Uthman ibn “Affan. One report suggests that "Uthman’s donation was 1,000 dinars
(which was the gold currency). The Prophet said: “My Lord, be pleased with
“Uthman, for I am pleased with him.”

Another report transmitted by Ahmad ibn Flanbal says: “When the Prophet made
his speech encouraging his Companions to donate generously, “Uthman said: "My
commitment is to provide 100 camels with all their equipment.” As the Prophet
descended one step from the pulpit, "Uthman made a further equal commitment. The
Prophet came one step further down and "Uthman increased his commitment to 300
camels, fully equipped. The Prophet was so deeply touched by the donation made by
"Uthman that he waved with his hand to express his admiration. He also said:
“*Uthman will not suffer in consequence of anything he does in future.”

Other reports mention the donations given by various people, each according to
his means. “Abd al-Rahman ibn *Awf brought a donation of 4,000 dirhams (the silver
currency at the time). He said to the Prophet: “All I own is 8,000 dirhams. I brought
one half and kept the other half.” The Prophet said to him: “May God bless you for
what you have kept and what you have donated.” Abu “Aqil brought a quantity of
dates and said: “Messenger of God, I have only some dates and I brought half of
what I have, retaining the other for my family.” The hypocrites spoke ill of him,
saying he only did this to remind the Prophet of his poverty. They further asked:
would God and His Messenger be in need of this amount of dates?

A Turn of Mercy

Some Muslims were so poor that they could not find transport for themselves to
join the army. There were seven people, mostly from the Angar, who could obtain
neither a camel nor a horse. They, therefore, went to the Prophet to explain their
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situation and requested him to provide them with some transport. The Prophet
explained that he had nothing available. All the horses and camels were allotted to
other people and he had none left. The seven men went back to their homes with
tears in their eyes. They were made entirely helpless by their poverty.

Two of the seven men, “Abd al-Rahman ibn Ka'b and “Abdullah ibn Mughaffil,
were still in tears when they met a man called Yamin ibn “Umayr. He asked them
why they were crying and they told them that they were prevented from joining the
army by their poverty and the fact that the Prophet did not have any spare camels to
give them. He offered them a camel of his own to share between them and also gave
them some dates to eat on their journey. Thus they were able to join.

Another report speaks of another man among the seven, ‘Illbah ibn Zayd. That
night, knowing he could not join the army, he prayed for a long while. He reflected
on the situation and tears sprang to his eyes. Then he addressed God with this
emotional prayer: “My Lord, You have commanded us to go on jihad and You have
encouraged us not to abandon this duty. Yet You have not given me what I need in
order to be able to go on this campaign. Your Messenger cannot give me any means
of transport. I, therefore, give in charity to every Muslim any right which I hold
against him for a wrong he has done to me, whether in matters of money or self or
honour.”

The following morning, the man joined the dawn prayers as he always did. The
Prophet asked, “Where is the man who was charitable last night?” Nobody replied.
The Prophet repeated the question and said, “Let this man stand up.” “Ilbah stood up
and explained to the Prophet what he had done. The Prophet said, “By Him Who
holds my soul in His hand, this has been credited to you as zakat accepted by God.”

The Prophet then ordered the Muslims who joined him to march. There were
about 30,000 in the army, made up of the people of Madinah and the bedouin tribes
in the surrounding area. A few individuals among the Muslims did not join the
army, although they did not entertain any doubt about the truth of Islam, or their
duty to be in the army. Among these were Ka'b ibn Malik, Murarah ibn al- Rabi” and
Hilal ibn Umayyah, [these were the three whose cases will be discussed in detail
shortly] and also Abi Khaythamah and “Umayr ibn Wahb al-Jumahi. The Prophet
ordered his forces to encamp at a place called Thaniyyat al-Wada®, just outside
Madinah, while Abdullah ibn Ubayy, known as the chief of the hypocrites,
encamped with his followers separately a short distance apart. One report by Ibn
Ishaq suggests that his group was claimed to be of similar strength, but this was
highly unlikely. Other reports confirm that those who actually stayed behind were
less than one hundred. When the Prophet moved on, “Abdullah ibn Ubayy stayed
behind along with other hypocrites.
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The Prophet and his army then started their march. The going was very tough
indeed. It was only natural that among the 30,000 who were in the army, there would
be some who might not be able to keep pace with the rest. Every time a man fell
behind, his case was reported to the Prophet. Every time the Prophet gave the same
answer: “Leave him alone. If he is good, God will see to it that he will catch up with
you. If he is otherwise, good riddance.”

At one stage of the journey, a man of no lesser standing in the Muslim community
than Aba Dharr, one of the Muhdjirin and also among the earliest of them to accept
Islam, was falling behind. His camel was no longer able to keep pace with the army.
Some people went to the Prophet to report the fact, but he gave them the same
answer: “Leave him alone. If he is good, God will see to it that he will catch up with
you. If he is otherwise, good riddance.”

Abt Dharr gave his camel every chance to pick up strength. He then realized that
it was useless: the camel was absolutely exhausted. Feeling that there was no
alternative, Abt Dharr dismounted, took his belongings off his camel and walked at
a fast pace, hoping to catch up with the Prophet.

Soon, the Prophet stopped for a short while to allow the army a little rest. This
stop gave Abt Dharr the chance to catch up. Someone standing near the Prophet
pointed to the direction from which Abt Dharr was coming and said, “Messenger of
God, there is a man walking alone in our trail.” The Prophet said, “Let it be Aba
Dharr.” When the man drew nearer, they said: “Messenger of God, it is indeed Aba
Dharr.” The Prophet said, “May God have mercy on Aba Dharr: he walks alone, dies
alone and will be resurrected alone.”

One of the few believers who stayed behind in Madinah was Aba Khaythamah. A
few days after the army had moved out, he went back home to rest on a day when it
was extremely hot. He had two wives.

At home, there were all the comforts one needed on such a hot day. Each of his
two wives had prepared her sitting place in a well-shaded area of the yard. Each had
prepared food and cold water for her husband. When he came in, he looked at his
two wives and what they had prepared for him. He reflected a little, then he said to
his wives: “God’s Messenger (peace be upon him) is suffering the burning sun and
the stormy wind, while I, Aba Khaythamah, enjoy the cool shade and delicious food
in the company of two pretty women in my own home? This is unfair. By God, I will
not enter either of your two places until I have caught up with God’s Messenger.
Prepare some food for me to keep me going on my journey.” When the food was
prepared, he mounted his camel and went as fast as he could. He did not manage to
catch up with the army until it arrived at Tabtk.

On his way, Aba Khaythamah met “Umayr ibn Wahb al-Jumahi, who was also
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travelling fast to catch up with the army. Apparently, "Umayr had some good reason
for his delay. The two travelled together until they were close to Tabuk. Aba
Khaythamah then said to “Umayr: “I have perpetrated something bad. It may be
advisable for you to slow down a little until I catch up with the Prophet (peace be
upon him).”

“Umayr slowed down and Aba Khaythamah continued to travel at speed. When
his figure was visible to the army encamping at Tabtk, some of the Prophet’s
Companions drew his attention to the person travelling alone. The Prophet said: “Let
it be Abt Khaythamah.” When the man drew nearer, they said: “Messenger of God,
it is indeed Abt Khaythamah.”

When he reached the place where the Prophet was, he dismounted and greeted
the Prophet. The Prophet spoke to him a phrase which implied warning. Interpreters
suggest that it meant that he, Aba Khaythamah, had brought himself very close to
destruction. Abtt Khaythamah related his story, and the Prophet prayed to God to
forgive him.

The Hour of Difficulty

One factor that contributed to the difficulty facing the Muslims was the attitude of
the hypocrites who not only tried to seek excuses for themselves to stay behind, but
also tried to show the decision to fight the Byzantines as lacking careful planning and
consideration.

A report mentions that a group of hypocrites, including Wadi ah ibn Thabit, as
well as a man called Makhshi ibn Himyar, an ally of the tribe of Salamah, were with
the Muslim army when the Prophet headed for Tabtk. Some of them tried to frighten
the believers and spread doubt in their ranks. They said: “Do you think fighting the
Byzantines the same as internal warfare between Arabian tribes? We can even now
see how you will all be taken captive tomorrow and will be put in chains.” Makhshi
said: “I wish we could escape with only 100 lashes each, without having verses of the
Qur’an revealed to expose us as a result of what you have said.”

The Prophet was informed of this and he said to "Ammar ibn Yasir: “Rush to those
people for they are burnt. Ask them about what they have said and if they deny it,
tell them that they have said these very words.” “Ammar went to them and told them
exactly what the Prophet said. They came to the Prophet to apologize. Wadi ah ibn
Thabit said to the Prophet as he mounted his camel, and Wadi ah holding its reins:
“Messenger of God, we were only talking idly and jesting.” Makhshi said:
“Messenger of God, my name and my father’s name prevented me from leaving
these people.” (This is a reference to the fact that he was only an ally occupying a
weak position.) He was the one among those to whom this verse refers who was
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pardoned. He changed his name to “Abd al-Rahman and appealed to God to grant
him martyrdom where his body would not be found. He was killed when he was
tighting with the Muslim army at Yamamah against the apostates. His body was lost
without trace.

Another report suggests that when the Prophet and the Muslim army were on the
way back from Tabtk, a group of hypocrites tried to assassinate him by throwing
him from the top of a high peak along the road. He was informed of their design. He
ordered the bulk of the army to travel through the valley, while he went up the
mountain trail, instructing two of his trusted Companions, "Ammar ibn Yasir and
Hudhayfah ibn al-Yaman, to go with him. "Ammar held the rein of his she-camel
while Hudhayfah drove it. They were followed by that group of hypocrites trying to
catch up with them, having drawn their headcovers over their faces to hide their
identities. When the Prophet heard the sound of their camels travelling close behind,
he was angry. Hudhayfah recognized how angry he was, and he went back towards
them. He held out his shield to stop their camels. When they saw him, they thought
that their scheming was discovered. So they made haste to join the bulk of the army
and mix among them. Hudhayfah went back to the Prophet who instructed him and
"Ammar to make haste until they passed the peak of the trail, and rejoined the road.
They stopped for the army to catch up with them.

The Prophet asked Hudhayfah whether he recognized those people? He said: “I
could only see their camels as it was dark when I met them.” The Prophet asked both
his Companions: “Do you know what those people were after?” When they
answered in the negative, he told them of their conspiracy, and named them asking
his two Companions to keep that information to themselves. They wondered:
“Messenger of God, should you not order their execution?” He said: “I hate that
people should say that Muhammad is killing his Companions.” Another report
suggests that the Prophet told only Hudhayfah of their names.

As for the hardship encountered by the Muslims in this expedition, a number of
reports give us a clear picture of it. Some of these emphasize that the expedition took
place at a time of scarcity, in the height of a very hot summer, when provisions and
water were in extremely short supply. Qatadah, an early scholar, says: “They set out
to Tabuk when it was burning hot, and they encountered great difficulty. It is
reported that two men would share a single date. Indeed a few men would all share
one date, with one of them sucking it a little and drinking some water, then he would
give it to another to do the same, and so on. God then turned to them in mercy and
brought them back safely.”

Al-Tabari, a leading historian and scholar, mentions a report that “Umar was
asked about the difficulty. He answered: “We marched with the Prophet to Tabiuk.
We encamped at a place where we were so thirsty that we felt our throats were
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cracking with thirst. Any one of us might go out looking for water, and by the time
he came back he would have felt his throat cut. Any of us might slaughter his camel

and take out its inside, extracting all the fluid to drink. He would place the rest over
his belly.”

In his commentary on the Qur’an, al-Tabari mentions the following comments on
this verse: “God has assuredly turned in His mercy to the Prophet, the Muhajirin and the
Ansar, who followed him in the hour of hardship.” (Verse 117) This refers to the scarcity
of funds, transport, equipment, provisions and water. “When the hearts of a group of
them had almost faltered.” (Verse 117) They almost deviated from the truth. With all the
difficulties they encountered, doubts might have crept in about the Prophet’s
message. “Then again He turned to them in mercy.” (Verse 117) He guided them to
revert to the truth and to show real steadfastness. “He is compassionate towards them,
Merciful.” (Verse 117)

These reports depict for us a picture of the reality of the Muslim community at the
time. We see a whole spectrum of different standards of faith. We see those who had
unshakeable faith, and those who were seriously shaken as a result of the hardship,
as well as those who stayed behind, although they had no doubt about the truth of
Islam or their duty to join the expedition. We also see a whole range of hypocrisy,
with some hypocrites adopting a soft attitude and others speaking out bluntly, and
still others conspiring to kill the Prophet. This gives us an impression of the overall
structure of society at the time. It also shows us how hard this expedition was, not
only in respect of a fearsome enemy but also in terms of the hardship faced by the
Muslim community. It was a test to the core so that people could prove their metal.
Perhaps it was intended by God to serve as such.

The Case of One Honest Man

Such was the hardship which some people tried to evade. The majority of these
were hypocrites, and their case has already been discussed. Some, however, were
believers who entertained no doubt about Islam or the Prophet’s message. They were
simply people who preferred the comforts of home when the going got tough. These
include two groups, one of whom received their judgement earlier. They had added
some bad deeds to their good ones and acknowledged their mistake. The case of the
second group was deferred for judgement: “God would either punish them or turn to
them in His mercy.” (Verse 106) This group included three people whose case now
comes in for detailed treatment.

Before we say anything about the statement describing their case, and before we
speak about the artistically miraculous picture the surah paints in describing it, let us
look at the account given by one of them, Ka'b ibn Malik:
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I have never stayed behind when the Prophet went on any expedition, except
that of Badr. Neither God nor the Prophet blamed anyone for staying behind
at the time of Badr, because the Prophet set out from Madinah to intercept a
trade caravan which belonged to the Quraysh. The battle took place without
any preparation or prior planning. On the other hand, I had attended the
pledge of the Amnsar to the Prophet at “Agabah when we made our
commitment to Islam absolutely clear. I would not exchange my attendance
there with taking part in the Battle of Badr, although Badr is the more famous
occasion.

Nevertheless, I failed to join the army of the expedition of Tabtuk. I was never
in better circumstances or more physically able than I was then. At no time
did I have two means of transport except on that occasion. It was the habit of
the Prophet to keep his destination secret. This time, however, setting his
destination so far away, and moving in an exceptionally hot climate, he made
it clear to the people that he intended to attack the Byzantines. Those who
joined the Prophet were in such large numbers that no register of them could
have been kept.

In the circumstances, anyone who wished to stay behind might have thought
that he would not be noticed, unless God chose to inform the Prophet about
him by revelation. The Prophet decided to launch that attack at a time when
fruits were abundant and people preferred to stay in the shade. The Prophet
and the Muslims, however, were busy getting ready for their impending task.
I went out day after day to the marketplace in order to get my equipment, but
I always came back having done nothing. I always thought that I was able to
get whatever I needed in no time. Nevertheless, I continued in that condition
until it was time to move. The Prophet and the army with him started their
march and I had not got my preparations under way. I thought to myself: ‘I
can still get myself ready in a day or two and should be able to catch up with
them.” When they had covered quite a distance, I went out to the market and
came back having done nothing. This continued day after day. By this time,
the army must have covered quite a long distance. I thought I must make a
move now and catch up with them. I wish I had done that, but I did not.
Every time I went out after the Prophet and the army had left, I was troubled
by the fact that I saw only people who were known to be hypocrites or people
who were physically unable to join the army. My place was not with either
group. I was told that the Prophet did not mention me until he had arrived at
Tabuk. He remarked once to those who were present at Tabuk: “What has
happened to Ka'b ibn Malik?” A man from the tribe of Salamah said to him:
‘Messenger of God, his wealth and arrogance made him stay behind.
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Mu'adh ibn Jabal said to him: “What a foul remark! Messenger of God, we
have known nothing bad of the man.” The Prophet made no comment.

I soon heard that the Prophet and his Companions had started on their
journey back from Tabik. I felt very sad. To tell a lie was paramount in my
mind. I started thinking about what to say to the Prophet tomorrow, after his
arrival, in order to spare myself his anger. I sought the help of everyone in
my household. When it was mentioned that the Prophet was soon to arrive,
all thoughts of seeking a false excuse disappeared from my mind. I realized
that the only way to spare myself the Prophet’s anger was to tell the truth. I
was determined, therefore, to say exactly what happened.

The Prophet then arrived in Madinah. It was his habit when he came back
from travelling to go first to the mosque and pray two rak ahs before sitting to
meet the people. When he did that, those who had stayed behind went to him
and stated their excuses, swearing to their truth. They were over 80 people.
The Prophet accepted their statements and oaths and prayed to God to
forgive them, leaving it to God to judge them by His knowledge. I then
followed and greeted the Prophet. He met my greeting with an angry smile.
He then told me to come forward. I went to him and sat down facing him. He
said, “‘What caused you to stay behind? Have you not bought your transport?’

I said to him, ‘Messenger of God, had I been speaking to anyone on the face
of the earth other than you, I would have been able to avoid his anger by
giving some sort of an excuse. I can make a case for myself. But I know for
certain that if I were to tell you lies in order to win your pleasure, God would
soon make the truth known to you and I would incur your displeasure. If, on
the other hand, I tell you the truth and you are not happy with me because of
it, I would hope for a better result from God. By God, I have no excuse
whatsoever. | have never been more physically able or in better circumstances
than I was when I stayed behind.” The Prophet said to me: “You have
certainly said the truth. You await God’s judgement.’

After I left, some men from the clan of Salamah followed me and said: “We
have never known you to commit a sin before this. You could certainly have
given the Prophet an excuse like all those who stayed behind. You would
have been spared this trouble had the Prophet prayed to God to forgive you,
as he would surely have done.” They continued pressing me on this to the
extent that I wished to go back to the Prophet and tell him that I was lying.
Before I did that, however, I asked whether anyone else said the same thing
as I did. They replied that two more people said the same and were given the
same answer. When I asked their names, they mentioned Murarah ibn al-
Rabi" and Hilal ibn Umayyah. I knew these two to be men of faith and sincere
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devotion. I realized that the proper attitude for me was to be in their
company. I therefore made no further move.

The Prophet ordered all his Companions not to speak to us three. He made
no similar instruction concerning anybody else of those who stayed behind.
All people were now evading us. Their attitude was changed. It was very
hard for me that I did not even know myself or the place I was in. This was
no longer the town I lived in. My world had changed. We continued in this
condition for 50 days.

My two Companions, Murarah ibn al-Rabi" and Hilal ibn Umayyah, stayed at
home. I was the youngest of the three. I continued to go out and attend the
congregational prayers with other Muslims. I frequented all the markets, but
nobody would speak to me. I would also go to the Prophet and greet him as
he sat down after prayers. I would always think to myself: ‘Have I detected
any movement on his lips suggesting that he has answered my greeting?’ 1
would pray close to him and look at him stealthily. When I was preoccupied
with my prayers, he would look at me, but when I looked towards him, he
would turn his face the other way.

When this boycott by all the Muslim community seemed to have lasted too
long, I climbed the wall of an orchard which belonged to a cousin of mine
named Aba Qatadah, who was very close to me. I greeted him, but he did not
answer. I said to him: Abt Qatadah, I beseech you by God to answer me: do
you know that I love God and His Messenger?” He did not answer. I repeated
my question three times, but he still did not answer.

I then beseeched him once again, and his answer came: ‘God and His
Messenger know better.” Tears sprang to my eyes and I came down. I went to
the market and as I was walking I saw a man, apparently a stranger from
Syria, enquiring about me. People pointed me out to him. He came to me and
handed me a letter from the King of Ghassan, the Arab tribe in Syria. The
letter was written on a piece of silk and read: “We have learnt that your friend
has imposed a boycott on you. God has not placed you in a position of
humiliation. If you join us, we will endeavour to alleviate all your troubles.’
When I read it, I thought it to be yet another test of my sincerity. I have
reached so low that an unbeliever hopes that I would willingly join him. I put
the letter in an oven and burnt it.

When we had spent 40 nights in that situation, a messenger from the Prophet
came to me and said: ‘God’s Messenger (peace be upon him) commands you
to stay away from your wife.” I asked whether that meant that I should
divorce her and he answered in the negative. He told me only to stay away
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from her. My two Companions also received the same instruction. I told my
wife to go to her people’s home and stay there until God had given His
judgement in this matter.

Hilal ibn Umayyah was an old man. His wife went to the Prophet and said,
‘Messenger of God, Hilal ibn Umayyah is very old and has no servant. Do
you mind if I continue to look after him?” He said, ‘That is all right, but do not
let him come near you.” She said, ‘By God, these things are far from his mind.
He has not stopped crying ever since this has happened to him. I indeed fear
for his eyesight.” Some people in my family suggested that I should seek the
Prophet’s permission to let my wife look after me. I said, ‘I am not going to
ask him that. I do not know what his answer would be, considering that I am
a young man.’

Another ten nights passed, to complete 50 nights since the Prophet instructed
the Muslims not to talk to us. At dawn after the 50th night I prayed at the top
of one of our houses. I was still in that condition which I have described: the
world seemed to me suffocatingly small and I did not recognize myself any
more. As I sat down after the dawn prayers, however, I heard a voice from
the direction of Mount Sal saying: ‘Ka ‘b ibn Malik! Rejoice!” I realized that
my hardship was over, and I prostrated myself in gratitude to God.

What happened was that the Prophet informed the congregation after
finishing the dawn prayer that God has pardoned us. People moved fast to
give us that happy news. A man came at speed on horseback to bring me the
news, while another from the tribe of Aslam went on top of the mountain to
shout it to me. His voice was quicker than the horse. When I heard that man’s
voice giving me the happiest piece of news I ever received, I gave him my
two garments as a gesture of gratitude. By God, they were the only clothes I
had at the time. I borrowed two garments and went quickly to the Prophet.
People were meeting me in groups, saying, ‘Congratulations on being
forgiven by God.” I entered the mosque and saw the Prophet sitting with a
group of people around him. Talhah ibn *Ubaydullah came quickly towards
me, shook my hand and congratulated me. He was the only one from the
Muhdjirin to do that. T will never forget Talhah's kindness.

When I greeted the Prophet, he said to me, with his face beaming with
pleasure, ‘Rejoice, for this is your happiest day since you were born!" I asked
him: ‘Is my pardon from you, Messenger of God, or is it from God?" He said,
‘It is from God.” When the Prophet was pleased at something, his face would
light up and look like the moon. We always recognized that.”

When I sat down facing him, I said to him, ‘Messenger of God, I will make
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my repentance complete by giving away all my property in charity.” The
Prophet said, ‘Keep some of your property, for that is better for you.” I
answered that I would keep my share in Khaybar. I then added that I was
forgiven only because I told the truth, and I would make my repentance
complete by never telling a lie at any time in my life.

I feel that the greatest grace God has bestowed on me ever since He guided
me to accept Islam is my telling the truth to the Prophet on that day. Had I
invented some false excuse, I would have perished like all those who told
him lies. God has described those people in the worst description ever. He
says in the Qur’an: ‘When you return to them they will swear to you by God so that
you may let them be. Let them be, then: they are unclean. Hell shall be their abode in
recompense for what they used to do. They swear to you trying to make you pleased
with them. Should you be pleased with them, God shall never be pleased with such
transgressing folk.” (Verses 95-96) I have never knowingly or deliberately told a
lie ever since I said that to the Prophet. I pray to God to help me keep my
word for the rest of my life.3

Vacillating between Extremes

This is then the story of the three people whose cases were deferred, as related by
one of them, Ka'b ibn Malik. There is a lesson in it at every juncture. It gives us a
very distinct picture of the solid base of the Muslim community, how closely knit it
is, the purity of its people, the clarity of their vision with respect to their community
and their duties towards their faith, the importance of the commands issued to them
and their need to obey these commands.

Those three people stayed behind at a time of hardship. Human weakness got the
better of them when they preferred the shade and comfort of their own homes. That
seemed much more preferable than enduring the summer heat and a long traverse.
Yet when the Prophet and his Companions had left Madinah, Ka'b felt that he was
committing a terrible error. Everything around him pointed to it: “Every time I went
out after the Prophet and the army had left, I was troubled by the fact that I saw only
people who were known to be hypocrites or people who were physically unable to
join the army.” Those in the latter group were people who were either sick or
weakened by old age, or those who could not find any means of transport. This
means that the hardship did not cause the Muslims to give a cold shoulder to the
Prophet’s command to get ready for a very tough expedition. The only ones who

% This account is related in detail in all early biographies of the Prophet Muhammad (peace be upon
him) but we have retained its English account as given by Adil Salahi, Muhammad: Man and Prophet,
The Islamic Foundation, Leicester, 2002, pp. 711-717. — Editor's note.
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stayed behind were those suspected of hypocrisy, or those who had genuine excuses.
The solid base of the Muslim community was strong enough to overcome the
hardship and to give the right response.

The second point is that of fearing God. When a sinner is truly God-fearing, he
will certainly acknowledge his error, and leave judgement in his case to God. In his
account Ka'b states why he did not try to give the Prophet a false excuse: “Had I
been speaking to anyone on the face of the earth other than you, I would have been
able to avoid his anger by giving some sort of an excuse. I can make a case for myself.
But I know for certain that if I were to tell you lies in order to win your pleasure, God
would soon make the truth known to you and I would incur your displeasure. If, on
the other hand, I tell you the truth and you are not happy with me because of it, I
would hope for a better result from God. By God, I have no excuse whatsoever. I
have never been more physically able or in better circumstance than I was when I
stayed behind.”

This shows how an errant believer was keen to watch God and seek not to incur
His anger. He was certainly keen to win the Prophet’s pleasure, which in those days
could lift a person to the highest standard or allow him to fall into an abyss, and
make a Muslim enjoy high esteem or leave him in total oblivion. Nevertheless,
fearing God was a stronger motivation, and the hope to win His forgiveness was
more deeply entertained.

Let us look at another aspect of the story: “The Prophet ordered all his
Companions not to speak to us three. He made no similar instruction concerning
anybody else of those who stayed behind. All people were now evading us. Their
attitude was changed. It was very hard for me that I did not even know myself or the
place I was in. This was no longer the town I lived in. My world had changed. We
continued in this condition for 50 days.

“My two Companions, Murarah ibn al-Rabi" and Hilal ibn Umayyah, stayed at
home. I was the youngest of the three. I continued to go out and attend the
congregational prayers with other Muslims. I frequented all the markets, but nobody
would speak to me. I would also go to the Prophet and greet him as he sat down
after prayers. I would always think to myself: ‘Have I detected any movement on his
lips suggesting that he has answered my greeting?’ I would pray close to him and
look at him stealthily. When I was preoccupied with my prayers he would look at
me, but when I looked towards him he would turn his face away.

“When this boycott by all the Muslim community seemed to have lasted too long,
I climbed the wall of an orchard which belonged to a cousin of mine named Abu
Qatadah, who was very close to me. I greeted him, but he did not answer. I said to
him: Aba Qatadah, I beseech you by God to answer me: do you know that I love God
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and His Messenger?’ He did not answer. I repeated my question three times, but he
still did not answer. I then beseeched him once again, and his answer came: ‘God and
His Messenger know better.” Tears sprang to my eyes and I came down.”

These details give us a clear impression of the level of discipline and obedience in
the Muslim community, despite all the looseness that crept in after the fall of Makkah
to the Muslims, and the confusion that accompanied the preparations for the
expedition to Tabuk. The Prophet gave his instructions that nobody should speak to
those three, and hence no one uttered a word to them. None would even meet Ka'b
with a smiling face, and none would give or take anything from him. Even his closest
cousin and friend would not return his greeting or answer his question, after Ka'b
had climbed the fence to enter his garden. When he answered after much beseeching,
his answer was far from reassuring. He only said: “God and His Messenger know
better.”

In his eagerness to know his position, after his whole world had changed, Ka'b
would try to detect a faint movement on the lips of the Prophet to know whether he
had answered his greetings. He would look sideways to find out whether the
Prophet had looked at him in a way which would renew his hopes, and tell him that
his situation was not totally desperate.

Left all alone, with no one saying a word to him even as a gesture of charity, he
receives a letter from the King of Ghassan offering him a position of honour and
influence. He turns his back on all this in a single movement. His only reaction is to
throw the letter into the fire, considering this tempting offer as part of his trial.

Yet the boycott is extended and he is ordered not to go near to his wife, so that he
is totally alone, isolated, hanging in the air. He feels too shy to request the Prophet to
let his wife look after him, because he was unsure what the answer would be like.

The Whole World Seems Too Narrow

This should be contrasted with the piece of really happy news subsequently given
to the three offenders. It is the news of rehabilitation, acceptance of the three men’s
repentance and their return to the fold and to life. Let us remind ourselves of Ka'b’s
own account of that happy moment:

I was still in that condition which I have described: the world seemed to me
suffocatingly small and I did not recognize myself any more. As I sat down
after the dawn prayers, however, I heard a voice from the direction of Mount
Sal “saying: ‘Ka'b ibn Malik! Rejoice!” I realized that my hardship was over,
and I prostrated myself in gratitude to God.

What happened was that the Prophet informed the congregation after
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finishing the dawn prayer that God had pardoned us. People moved fast to
give us that happy news. A man came at speed on horseback to bring me the
news, while another from the tribe of Aslam went on top of the mountain to
shout it to me. His voice was quicker than the horse. When I heard that man’s
voice giving me the happiest piece of news I ever received, I gave him my
two garments as a gesture of gratitude. By God, they were the only clothes I
had at the time. I borrowed two garments and went quickly to the Prophet.
People were meeting me in groups, saying, ‘Congratulations on being
forgiven by God.” I entered the mosque and saw the Prophet sitting with a
group of people around him. Talhah ibn *Ubaydullah came quickly towards
me, shook my hand and congratulated me. He was the only one from the
Muhdjirin to do that. T will never forget Talhah's kindness.

Such was the true value of events in that community. An accepted repentance was
given such importance that a man would ride on horseback to deliver the news to its
recipient, and another would go to the top of a mountain to shout it over so that he
could be faster than the herald on horse. Joy felt by a brother and genuine
congratulations are felt as a kindness that will never be forgotten by yesterday’s
outcast who has just been rehabilitated. His is a day that is fittingly described by the
Prophet: “Rejoice, for this is your happiest day since you were born!” As Ka'b says,
the Prophet’'s face was shining with delight. How kind and compassionate the
Prophet was that his face beamed with pleasure because three of his Companions
had been returned to the fold.

This, then, was the story of the three people who were left behind until God
accepted their repentance. We have highlighted some of the impressions it gives us
of the life of the early Muslim community and its values. As related by one of the
three people who went through its experience, the story brings clear before our
minds the meaning of the verse which states: “when the earth, vast as it is, seemed to
close in upon them, and their own souls had become too constricted, they realized that there
was no refuge from God except by returning to Him.” (Verse 118)

“When the earth, vast as it is, seemed to close in upon them.” (Verse 118) What is the
earth? Its world is that of its inhabitants and the values that are upheld by them. Its
expanse is as vast as the relationships between its people make it to be. Hence the
description here is very truthful in its practical significance, as much as it is truthful
in its artistic beauty. It shows the whole expanse of the earth becoming too narrow
for those three. Its outer limits are brought too near to make it extremely tight,
closing in on them. “And their own souls had become too constricted.” (Verse 118) It is as
if their souls are a sort of a container that has become too small and tight. They can
hardly breathe as it tightens over them. What happened then was that “they realized
that there was no refuge from God except by returning to Him.” (Verse 118) That applies to
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all creation. None can have any refuge from God except in Him, because He has
power over the whole universe. Yet stating this fact at this point, in an atmosphere of
sadness imparts an air of stress and despair that can only be cleared by God Himself.

Then hope is restored and release is granted: “He then turned to them in mercy, so
that they might repent. God is indeed the One who accepts repentance, the Merciful.” (Verse
118) He has turned to them in mercy with regard to this particular error, so that they
might make a general repentance which covers all their past sins. This means that
they would watch God eagerly to guard against any future error. This is explained
by Ka'b:

When I sat down facing him, I said to him, ‘Messenger of God, I will make
my repentance complete by giving away all my property in charity.” The
Prophet said, ‘Keep some of your property, for that is better for you.” I
answered that I would keep my share in Khaybar. I then added that I was
forgiven only because I told the truth, and I would make my repentance
complete by never telling a lie at any time in my life. I feel that the greatest
grace God has bestowed on me ever since He guided me to accept Islam is
my telling the truth to the Prophet on that day... I have never knowingly or
deliberately told a lie ever since I said that to the Prophet. I pray to God to
help me keep my word for the rest of my life.

That is all that we can say in comment on this highly inspiring story and the
unique style in which it is reported in the Qur’an. We praise God for what He
has guided us to write about it here, and we hope to make a longer discussion
of it in future.40

A Reward for Every Little Thing

The element of truth is highly significant in the story of those three Companions of
the Prophet. To give this element its due importance, all believers are advised to fear
God and to align themselves with those truthful people of the early believers. On the
other hand those people in Madinah and the surrounding desert who stayed behind
are strongly criticized. This is followed by a promise of generous reward to those
who strive for God’s cause: “Believers, have fear of God and be among those who are
truthful. It does not behove the people of Madinah and the bedouins who live around them to
hold back from following God’s Messenger, or to care for themselves more than for him; for,
whenever they endure thirst, stress, or hunger for the sake of God, or take any step which

“ The author apparently intended to write a whole book discussing the events that took place at the
time of the Prophet and his Companions and highlighting the lessons that could be learnt from them
and how Muslims today can benefit by them in shaping their lives in accordance with Islamic
guidance. He did not live to see that project implemented. — Editor's note.
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would irritate the unbelievers, or inflict any loss on the enemy, a good deed is recorded in
their favour. God does not suffer the reward of those who do good to be lost. And whenever
they spend anything for the sake of God, be it little or much, or traverse a valley [in support of
God'’s cause], it is recorded for them, so that God will give them the best reward for what they
do.” (Verses 119-121)

The people of Madinah were the ones who rushed to support the Islamic message,
which meant that they were truly its basic core of supporters. They had given shelter
to God’s Messenger, pledged their total loyalty to him and constituted the hard
nucleus of the Islamic faith in the Arabian Peninsula. The bedouin Arabs in the
surrounding area, having also adopted Islam as a faith and a way of life, formed the
outer belt of defence. Hence those two groups could not refrain from joining the
Prophet or spare themselves from any risk to which they might be exposed. When
God’s Messenger set out to attend to a certain task that served Islamic interests, then
the people of Madinah, the vanguard of the Islamic message, and those of the
surrounding area could not but join him. Whether this happened to be in the burning
summer heat or the extreme winter cold, in times of strict hardship or easy affluence,
it does not behove them, being so close to the Prophet, to try to spare themselves a
difficulty that God’s Messenger is undertaking. They could not excuse themselves by
protesting ignorance or lack of awareness of the real task in hand.

The surah appeals to them to fear God and to join the truthful believers who have
never entertained any thoughts of staying behind and who have maintained their
strong commitment to their faith at times of hardship. Those were the cream among
the early believers and those who followed in their footsteps: ‘Believers, have fear of
God and be among those who are truthful.” (Verse 119)

The siirah follows this appeal by a strong censure of the very thought of staying
behind when God’s Messenger is setting out: “It does not behove the people of Madinah
and the bedouins who live around them to hold back from following Gods Messenger, or to
care for themselves more than for him.” (Verse 120) The statement implies a strong
reproach. No Companion of God’s Messenger can be reproached in a stronger way
than by saying that he puts his own safety ahead of the Prophet’s. How could he
when he is the Prophet’'s Companion and follower? The same applies to the
advocates of Islam in all generations and periods. It does not behove a believer to try
to spare himself a risk that the Prophet himself was willing to undertake for the
cause of Islam. How could he when he claims that he is an advocate of the cause of
Islam, and a follower of the Prophet Muhammad (peace be upon him)?

Taking up such a responsibility is a duty imposed by God’s order and emphasized
by our love of the Prophet that makes any believer too ashamed to put himself ahead
of him. At the same time it earns a very generous reward indeed: “Whenever they
endure thirst, stress, or hunger for the sake of God, or take any step which would irritate the
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unbelievers, or inflict any loss on the enemy, a good deed is recorded in their favour. God does
not suffer the reward of those who do good to be lost. And whenever they spend anything for
the sake of God, be it little or much, or traverse a valley [in support of God’s cause], it is
recorded for them, so that God will give them the best reward for what they do.” (Verses 120-
121)

Every feeling is rewarded, be it thirst, hunger or mere stress and tiredness. Taking
up a position which irritates the unbelievers and inflicting any loss or damage on
them is credited as a good deed. When a believer goes out on a jihid campaign, he is
included among those who do good. God will not suffer the reward of such servants
of His to be lost. Furthermore, any financial contribution, be it little or much, and the
mere walking across a valley are also rewarded as God rewards the best of His
servants. By God, this is a rich reward indeed. It is a reward by God whose
generosity is beyond any limit. How embarrassing to us all that such a great reward
is given for something that is much less than the hardship suffered by the Prophet
himself for the cause of Islam. It is the advocacy of this cause that we should now
assume. Most certainly, we must be true to our trust.

A Task Akin to Fighting

As we have seen in this surah, the Qur’an repeatedly denounces, in very clear
terms, those who stay behind at the time when a jihad campaign is announced,
particularly those from Madinah and the bedouins in the surrounding area. This
denunciation made people come to Madinah in large numbers, particularly from the
tribes living nearby, so that they would be ready to join the Prophet at any moment.
Hence it was necessary to spell out the limits of all-out mobilization at the
appropriate time.

The Muslim area had expanded. With the whole of Arabia practically adopting
Islam, large numbers were ready to fight. At Tabuk, there were about 30,000 of them,
which was a much larger number than at any earlier battle the Muslims had fought.
It was time that different people should attend to different tasks, so that no area, such
as agriculture or trade or social concerns, was neglected. All these are necessary for
an emerging nation, whose needs are far more sophisticated than those of a tribal
community. Hence the present verse was revealed to set out certain limits: “It is not
desirable that all the believers should go out to fight. From every section of them some should
o forth, so that they may acquire a deeper knowledge of the faith and warn their people when
they return to them, so that they may take heed.” (Verse 122)

Several reports have been mentioned in explaining the meaning of this verse,
giving different views on which group is to acquire deeper knowledge in faith so as
to warn their people when they return. The view which we find to be soundest
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suggests that a section from each group in the Muslim community should go out to
tight, with a system that allows alternation between the fighters and those who stay
behind to attend to other tasks. The group of fighters acquires a more profound
understanding of this faith as they take practical action seeking to consolidate its
base. Hence these fighters are the ones who, on their return, warn their people
against any complacency in attending to their duties.

This interpretation is based on views expressed by such leading commentators as
Ibn *Abbas, al-Hasan al-Basri and Ibn Kathir. It is also the view of Ibn Jarir al-Tabari.
Its central point is that this faith has its own method of action, and it cannot be
properly understood except by those who actively implement it. Hence those who go
out to fight for its cause are the ones most likely to understand it best. Its underlying
meanings, its implications, its practical implementation and its main features unfold
to them as they move under its banner. Those who stay behind are the ones who
need to be informed by those who take practical action, because the latter are the
ones who witness and learn all these aspects. They are the ones who probe its secrets.
This is particularly so, if the campaign they join is one led by the Prophet himself.
However, every jihad campaign is a means to acquire a better understanding of this
faith.

This is perhaps the reverse of what may appear at first sight, with those who are
not on a jihad campaign being the ones who devote time to studying and
understanding this faith. But this is a delusion that does not fit with the nature of this
faith, which makes action one of its basic requirements. Hence it is understood more
profoundly by those who take action and strive to establish it as a code of living in
spite of the opposition they encounter from the forces of jahiliyyah. Experience
confirms that those who are not involved in the method of action to serve this faith
do not understand it properly, no matter how much time they spend in studying it
from books. That is a cold study, while real insight is acquired only by those who join
the efforts aiming to establish it as a practical code of living. It is never acquired by
those who only look at books and papers.

Proper understanding of this faith does not evolve except where action is taken to
serve its cause. It cannot be taken from a scholar who stays idle when action is
needed. Those who occupy their time with studying books to deduce rulings and
‘renew’ or “develop’ Islamic law, as the Orientalists say, do not really understand the
nature of this faith. They take no part in the movement which aims to liberate
humanity from different tyrannical authorities, and from submission to others, so
that they may submit to God alone. With such lack of action, they cannot put its laws
and concepts into their proper form.

Islamic law came about after Islamic action had moved ahead. First, submission to
God was properly established when a community had determined to submit itself to
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God alone and to abandon the laws, customs and traditions of jahiliyyah. That
community also decided that no aspect of its life could be governed by human law.
The community then started to shape its life on the basis of the main Islamic laws,
without neglecting the details outlined in the sources of this law. As the community
continued to do so, new issues came up in its practical life that needed to be sorted
out on the basis of Islamic law. At this point new rulings were deduced and Figh, or
the formal study of Islamic law, started to develop. It is then the action itself which
allowed Figh to develop and flourish. It did not develop as a cold academic study
that had no bearing on active and practical life. Thus scholars were able to develop a
profound insight into this faith based on interaction with a real community shaping
its life on the basis of this religion and striving to make its cause triumphant.

What do we find today in place of that? No one can claim that a proper Islamic
community, determined to submit to God alone and to live by His law, rejecting any
laws and regulations that are not based on His guidance exists anywhere. Hence no
true Muslim who has an insight into this religion of Islam, its method of action and
its history would try to “develop” or ‘renew’ Islamic law in communities that are
unwilling to declare that they recognize no other law. Serious Islamic action should
start by making submission to God alone the first step, followed by acknowledging
that sovereignty belongs only to Him. Hence no legislation is acceptable unless it is
based on His law. To do otherwise is no more than a silly joke. Moreover, to imagine
that one can have a proper understanding of this faith looking only at books and
papers, without being involved in real action to serve the Islamic cause betrays deep
ignorance of this religion.

Submission to God alone gives rise to an Islamic community, which in turn helps
Islamic scholarship to flourish. This is the proper order. There can be no situation
where specially tailored Islamic laws are prepared in advance for an Islamic
community that is expected to be established. The fact is that every ruling seeks to
implement the Islamic law, and its basic principles, in a practical case that has its
own clear shape, dimensions and circumstances. Such cases arise from practical life
within the Islamic community which gives it its particular shape, dimensions and
circumstances. Hence a ruling that addresses each particular case is deduced. The
rulings that we find today in books of Figh addressed similar practical cases in the
past, when Islamic law was implemented by an Islamic community. They were not
ready made in advance. Today we need to have similar rulings that address our own
issues, provided that the community decides first of all to submit to God alone and to
accept no ruling unless based on God’s law.

When this happens, then our efforts will yield proper fruits. Striving for God'’s
cause, or jihad, will open people’s eyes and give them real knowledge and
understanding of the faith. Unless we do this, then we are evading our real duty of
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jihad, seeking flimsy excuses of ‘developing’ or ‘renewing’ the study of Islamic Figh.
It is far better to acknowledge our weakness and lack of effort, seeking God’s
forgiveness, than to resort to such evasiveness.

Uncompromising Fight

We then have a verse outlining the plan and extent of jihad, which was
implemented by the Prophet Muhammad (peace be upon him) and his successors
generally. The only exceptions were limited cases dictated by special circumstances:
“Believers, fight those of the unbelievers who are near you, and let them find you tough; and
know that God is with those who are God-fearing.” (Verse 123)

The jihad movement marched on, confronting those who were near to the land of
Islam, one stage after another. When practically the whole of Arabia had adopted
Islam, after Makkah itself fell to Islam, leaving only scattered individuals and groups
who did not form any threat to the land of Islam, the Tabtuk Expedition took place,
threatening the outer areas of the Byzantine Empire which were closest to the
Muslim state. This was followed by open warfare, with the Muslim armies moving
far into the lands of both the Byzantine and Persian Empires, leaving no pockets
behind them. The areas that were now under Islam were united, having continuous
borders. It was a vast land area with solid loyalty to one authority.

Weakness only crept in after its division into different units, with artificial borders
to allow the governments of certain ruling families or certain races and nationalities.
This was the outcome of plans that the enemies of Islam tried hard to bring to
fruition, as they still do today. The different ethnic communities which Islam united
in a single nation or community in the land of Islam, superseding the divisions of
race, language and colour, will continue to suffer from inherent weaknesses until
they return to their faith. Only when they once again follow the guidance of God’s
Messenger, the Prophet Muhammad (peace be upon him), and allow only a single
banner to unite them shall they recognize the implications of divine leadership which
will once again bring them power and victory. When that happens, it will ensure that
they are held in awe by other nations and powers.

Let us now reflect on this verse: “Believers, fight those of the unbelievers who are near
you, and let them find you tough; and know that God is with those who are God-fearing.”
(Verse 123) What we find here is an order to fight those unbelievers who are near to
the Muslim state, without specifying whether these have launched any aggression on
the Muslims or their land. We understand that this is the final situation which makes
the need to carry Islam forward the basis of the principle of jihad. This will ensure
that Islam is available to mankind. It does not have a defensive outlook, as was the
case with the provisional orders in the early days after the establishment of the
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Muslim state in Madinah.

Some of those who speak about the Islamic view of international relations or about
the rulings that govern jihad, as well as those who write essays interpreting the
Qur’anic verses speaking about jihad, try to show this verse, which is the final one,
limited by the earlier provisional rules. Hence they impose on it a restriction, limiting
its application to cases of aggression being launched or expected against the Muslim
community. But this statement is general and has no restriction attached to it.
Besides, it is the final one. What we have learnt is that when the Qur’an lays down
legal provisions, it states them in a clear and precise way, without referring one
situation to another. It resorts to precise expression, adding at the same point any
exceptions, limitations or restrictions it wants the Muslim community to observe.

We have already commented in detail, in the Prologue and Chapters 1 and 2, on
the meanings of the verses and the final rulings they provide, shedding light on the
nature of the Islamic method of action.

However, those speakers and writers find it incomprehensible that Islam lays
down such an order commanding the believers to fight those unbelievers who are
near to them, and to continue to do so as long as there remain unbelievers in their
vicinity. Hence they try to find limits restricting this general statement, but they can
only find these in the earlier statements which were, by nature, provisional.

We understand why they find it so incomprehensible. They simply forget that
jihad is meant to serve God’s cause. It aims to establish God’s authority and to
remove tyranny. It liberates mankind from submission to any authority other than
that of God. “Fight them until there is no more oppression, and all submission is made to
God alone.” (8: 39) jihad does not aim to achieve the hegemony of one philosophy or
system or nation over another. It wants the system laid down by God to replace the
systems established by His creatures. It does not wish to establish a kingdom for any
one of God’s servants, but to establish God’s own kingdom. Hence it has to move
forward throughout the earth in order to liberate the whole of mankind, without
discrimination between those who are within the land of Islam and those who are
outside it. The whole earth is populated by human beings who are being subjected to
different types of tyrannical authority wielded by fellow human beings.

When they lose sight of this fact they find it odd that one system and one nation
should move forward to remove all systems and dominate all communities. If things
were such, that would be odd indeed. But the systems that exist today are all man-
made. None of them has any right to say that it alone should dominate the others.
The same does not apply to the divine system which sets out to overthrow all man-
made systems in order to liberate all mankind from the humiliation of submission to
other human beings, so that they can submit to God alone and worship Him only
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without any partners. Moreover, they find it odd because they face a concentrated
and wicked crusade which tells them that the Islamic faith managed to spread only
because it used the sword. Jihad, it claims, wanted to force other people to accept
Islam, depriving them of the freedom of belief.

Had things been so, they would have been odd indeed. But the truth is totally
different. Islam lays down a rule stating that “There shall be no compulsion in religion.
The right way is henceforth distinct from error.” (2: 256) Why does Islam, then, move
forward to fight, and why has God bought the believers’ souls and property, so that
“they fight for the cause of God, kill and be killed”? (Verse 111) The answer is that jihad
has a reason which is totally different from compelling other people to accept Islam.
Indeed jihad seeks to guarantee the freedom of belief.

As we have stated on several occasions, Islam is a declaration which liberates
mankind throughout the earth from submission to human beings. As such, Islam
always faces tyrannical forces and systems which seek to subjugate people and
dominate their lives. These systems are backed by regimes and powers of different
sorts, which deprive people of the chance to listen to the Islamic message and to
adopt it if they are convinced of its truth. Or they may force people, in one way or
another, to turn away from the Islamic message. That is an ugly violation of the
freedom of belief. For these reasons, Islam moves forward, equipped with suitable
power, to overthrow these systems and destroy their forces.

What happens then? It leaves people entirely free to adopt the faith they like. If
they wish to be Muslims, they will have all the rights and duties that apply to all
Muslims. They will have a bond of real brotherhood with those who have been
Muslims long before them. On the other hand, if they wish to maintain their
religions, they may do so. They only have to pay a tribute, i.e. jizyah, which has a
clear purpose: to acknowledge the freedom of movement for Islam among them, to
contribute to the treasury of the Muslim state which is required to protect them
against any outside aggression, and to look after those of them who are ill, disabled
and elderly in the same way as Muslims are looked after.

Never in its history did Islam compel a single human being to change his faith.
That is alien to Islamic beliefs and practice. On the other hand, crusades were
launched to kill, slaughter and eliminate entire communities, such as the people of
Andalusia in the past and the people of Zanzibar in recent history, in order to compel
them to convert to Christianity. Sometimes, even conversion was not accepted. They
were killed only because they were Muslims, or because they followed a brand of
Christianity which was different from that of the dominating Church. For example,
12,000 Egyptian Christians were burnt alive only because they differed with the
Byzantine Church over matters of detail, such as whether the soul originated with
the Father alone, or with the Father and the Son together, or whether Jesus had a
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single divine nature or a united one in which both the divine and the human
combine. These are basically the causes which make some writers about Islam find
the general statement in this verse rather odd, and they try to explain it away by
limiting the jihad movement to a defensive strategy only.

Moreover, the thought of moving forward to confront the unbelievers who are
near to the Muslim state sounds too awesome to those defeatists who look at the
world around them today and find this requirement totally impractical. Are those
who have Muslim names in communities that are weak, or subject to foreign
domination, to move forth in the land, challenging all nations in open warfare, until
there is no more oppression and all submission is declared to God alone? That is
totally unrealistic. It cannot be imagined that God would give such an order.

All such people forget the timing and the circumstances leading to this order. It
was given after Islam had established its state, and the whole of Arabia adopted the
Islamic faith and started to organize its life on its basis. Prior to that a community
was established which dedicated itself totally to its cause, with everyone in that
community ready to sacrifice his life and property in order for Islam to triumph. This
community was given victory in one battle after another, stage after stage. Today we
are in a situation which is highly similar to that which prevailed at the time when
Prophet Muhammad was sent to call on mankind to believe in God’s oneness and to
declare that “There is no deity other than God, and Muhammad is His Messenger.”
Together with the small band who believed in him, the Prophet strove hard until he
managed to establish the first Muslim state in Madinah. The orders to fight the
unbelievers were modified stage after stage, facing the prevailing situation at each
stage, until it reached its final version.

The gulf that separates people today from that final version is wide indeed. Hence,
they have to start again at the beginning, with the declaration that “There is no deity
other than God, and Muhammad is His Messenger.” They will have to move forward on
the basis of this declaration until they reach, in their own good time and with God’s
help, the final stage. At that time they will not be the sort of powerless multitude
divided by a variety of creeds and desires, and declaring their affiliation to different
races and nationalities, as they are today. They will be a united Muslim community
that accepts no banner, or manmade creed or system. They will only move with
God’s blessings to serve His cause.

Encumbered with their pathetic weakness, people will not understand the rules of
this religion. It is only those who strive in a movement dedicated to the
establishment of God’s sovereignty on earth, and the removal of false deities, that
fully understand its rules. Understanding this religion in its true nature cannot be
taken from those who deal only with books and papers. Academic study is
insufficient on its own to formulate any real understanding of Islam, unless it is
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coupled with striving in a movement.

Finally, this verse, giving such a clear order, was revealed in circumstances that
suggest that the first to be meant by it were the Byzantines, who belonged to an
earlier religion, or, to use the Islamic term, People of the Book. The siirah, however,
has already made it clear that they had distorted their faith and obeyed man-made
laws and systems, so they were truly unbelievers. We should reflect here on the line
of action Islam takes towards communities of the People of the Book who have
turned away from their faith and adopted manmade laws. This line of action applies
to all such communities everywhere. God has commanded the believers to fight
those unbelievers who are near to them, and to be tough on them, but then
concluded the verse making this order by saying: “Know that God is with those who are
God-fearing.” (Verse 123) This is a significant comment on the order preceding it. The
type of fearing God that He appreciates and gives His support to those who have it is
the same that emboldens believers to show toughness in fighting the unbelievers.
This means that there is no compromise “until there is no more oppression and all
submission is made to God alone.” (8: 39)

Nevertheless, everyone should know that this toughness is directed against only
those who fight, and it remains controlled by Islamic ethics. Before Muslims fight,
they give a warning and offer the other party a choice between three alternatives: to
adopt Islam, or to pay the tribute, i.e. jizyah, or to fight. If there is a treaty between
the Muslim state and another community and the Muslim state fears that there may
be treachery on the latter’s part, then a notice terminating the treaty should be served
on them. It is useful to mention here that treaties may be given only to communities
that are ready to be bound by a peace agreement and to pay the jizyah. The only other
situation where a treaty may be signed is that when the Muslim community is
lacking in power. In this situation, some provisional rules are applicable to it.

The Prophet himself set out the ethics of war which must be observed by the
Muslim community in any battle it may fight.

Islamic War Ethics

Buraydah, a Companion of the Prophet, reports:

When the Prophet appointed someone to command an army or an
expedition, he would recommend him to be God-fearing in his public and
private affairs, and to take good care of those who were under his command.
Then he would tell them: “‘March by God’s name and to serve His cause. Fight
those who deny God. March on; but do not be unfair, and do not commit any
treachery. Do not disfigure the bodies of any enemy soldiers killed in battle.
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Never kill any children. When you meet your enemies, call upon them to
choose one of three alternatives. If they choose one of them, accept it from
them and do not fight them. Call on them first to accept Islam. If they agree,
accept their pledges and do not fight them. Then ask them to move over to
the land of the Muhajirin, and tell them that they would then have the same
duties and privileges of the Muhajirin. If they do not wish to move from their
quarters, tell them that they would then be in the same position as the
bedouin Muslims. They will be subject to God’s orders that are applicable to
all believers, but they will have no share of any booty that is gained through
war or peaceful campaigns, unless they fight with the Muslims. If they refuse
to accept Islam, then offer them the alternative of paying jizyah [or tribute]. If
they agree, accept it from them and do not fight them. If they refuse, then
seek God’s help and fight them.

“Abdullah ibn “Umar, a Companion of the Prophet reports: “A woman was found
killed in one of the Prophet’s expeditions. He immediately issued an order that no
women or children may be killed.” [Related by al-Bukhari and Muslim.]

The Prophet sent his Companion Mu'adh ibn Jabal to the Yemen to teach the
people there. As he departed the Prophet said to him: “You will be among people
who follow earlier revelations. Call on them to believe that there is no deity other
than God and that I am God’s Messenger. Should they accept that from you, then tell
them that God has commanded them to pray five times every day. If they accept that
from you, then tell them that God has imposed on them the payment of zakat, i.e. a
charity which is to be levied from the rich and given to the poor among them. If they
accept that, then do not touch their good earnings. Guard against an appeal to God
by a person who suffers injustice, for such an appeal goes straight to God, without
any hindrances.”

Abu Dawud relates that the Prophet said: “You may fight some people and
overcome them. They may then try to protect themselves and their children from you
by their money, and they may make an agreement with you. Do not take anything
from them over that, for it is not lawful to you.”

Al-Irbad ibn Sariyyah reports: “We arrived at Khaybar Castle with the Prophet
when he had a large number of Muslims with him. The chief of Khaybar, an arrogant
gigantic man, came to the Prophet and said, ‘Muhammad! Do you permit yourselves
to slaughter our cattle, devour our produce, and force our women?” The Prophet was
very angry. He said, "Ibn "Awf! Mount your horse and announce: Only believers are
admitted into heaven. Then, gather around for prayers.” They were all gathered and
the Prophet led the prayers. When he finished, he stood up and said, ‘Does any of
you think as he reclines over his couch that God has not forbidden anything other
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than what is stated in the Qur’an? I have certainly admonished you, given certain
orders and forbidden certain things. These are as much prohibited as those in the
Qur’an or even more so. God has not permitted you to go into the homes of the
people of the earlier revelations without first having permission, nor has He allowed
you to force their women or devour their produce when they have paid what is due
from them.”

After a certain battle, it was reported to the Prophet that a few boys were killed
during the fighting. He was very sad. Some of his Companions said, “Why are you
so sad when they are only the sons of unbelievers?” The Prophet was angry and said
words to this effect: “These were better than you, because they still had uncorrupted
natures. Are you not the children of unbelievers. Never kill boys. Never kill boys.”

These instructions by the Prophet were strictly followed by his successors. Aba
Bakr is reported to have said: “You will find people who claim that they have
dedicated themselves to God. Leave them to their dedication. Never kill a woman, a
child or an elderly man.” Zayd ibn Wahb reports that the army he had joined
received written instructions from the Caliph, "Umar, in which he said: “Do not be
unjust; or commit treachery; or kill a young person. Fear God in your treatment of
peasants.” His instructions to his commanders always included the following: “Do
not kill an elderly person, a woman or a child. Guard against accidentally killing
them when you engage your enemy in battle and when you launch any attack.”

Reports are numerous which make clear the general method Islam adopts in
tighting its enemies, as well as its commitment to a high standard of ethics in war,
giving high respect to human dignity. Fighting is targetted only against real forces
which prevent people’s liberation from subjugation by other creatures, so that they
submit to God alone. Kind treatment is extended even to enemies. As for toughness,
this applies only to fighting when Muslims are expected to fight hard. It has nothing
of the barbarism against children, women and elderly people who do not fight in the
tirst place, or the disfigurement of dead bodies. These practices are often committed
by the barbaric armies of countries which these days claim to be highly civilized.
Islam has given more than adequate orders to ensure the safety of those who do not
fight, and to respect the humanity of the fighters. The toughness required is that sort
of attitude which ensures that the confrontation does not fizzle away. As Muslims
have been ordered time and again to show mercy and kindness, an exception needs
to be made in the state of war, in as much as that state requires, without allowing any
extreme practices of torture or disfigurement of bodies.

Hypocritical Attitudes

Since the surah has spoken extensively about the hypocrites, we have here some
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verses showing how those hypocrites used to receive any new revelation outlining
certain duties imposed by the faith they falsely claimed to accept. This is contrasted
with the way believers used to receive the revelation of new verses of the Qur’an:
“Whenever a surah is revealed, some of them say: ‘Which of you has this strengthened in
faith?’ 1t certainly strengthens the believers in their faith, and so they rejoice. But as for those
whose hearts are diseased, it only adds wickedness to their wickedness, and so they die
unbelievers. Do they not see that they are tested once or twice every year? Yet they do not
repent, and they do not take warning. Whenever a surah is revealed, they look at one another
[as if to say]: ‘Is anyone watching?” Then they turn away. God has turned their hearts away,
for they are people devoid of understanding.” (Verses 124-127)

It is a strange and suspicious question the first verse quotes: “Which of you has this
strengthened in faith?” It is asked only by one who has not felt the impact of the new
surah as it is revealed. Otherwise he would have spoken about its effect on him
instead of wondering how it has affected other people. At the same time, it betrays a
sense of belittling the importance of the new revelation and its effect on people’s
hearts and minds. Hence a decisive reply is given by the One who has the ultimate
knowledge: “It certainly strengthens the believers in their faith, and so they rejoice. But as
for those whose hearts are diseased, it only adds wickedness to their wickedness, and so they
die unbelievers.” (Verses 124-125)

The believers receive with every new surah and new revelation a new pointer to
the truth of the faith. They also remember their Lord when they listen to His
revelations, and they appreciate the care He takes of them by sending down these
revelations. All this adds to the strength of their faith. On the other hand, those who
have sickness in their hearts, the hypocrites, will have their wickedness increased.
They will die unbelievers. This is a true piece of information given by God who
knows everything.

Before the surah portrays the opposite picture, it wonders at those hypocrites who
never take an admonition, and never reflect on an event to gather the lesson that may
be learnt from it: “Do they not see that they are tested once or twice every year? Yet they do
not repent, and they do not take warning.” (Verse 126) The test may have taken the form
of exposing their reality, or that the believers achieve victory without those
hypocrites taking any part. There could be many other forms of test, which were all
too frequent at the time of the Prophet. Still hypocrites today are tested and they pay
no heed.

The next verse portrays a vivid scene, full of details, showing their behaviour:
“Whenever a surah is revealed, they look at one another [as if to say]: ‘Is anyone watching?’
Then they turn away. God has turned their hearts away, for they are people devoid of
understanding.” (Verse 127)

When we read this verse, the scene of these hypocrites is large in front of us. We
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see them at the moment when a new siirah is revealed, with some of them looking at
each other winking and wondering: “Is anyone watching?” (Verse 127) Then they feel
that the believers are preoccupied with their own business, so they go out stealthily,
hoping not to be noticed: “Then they turn away.” (Verse 127) But the eye which never
loses sight of anything follows them with a curse that suits their suspicious deed:
“God has turned their hearts away.” (Verse 127) Their hearts are turned away from the
right guidance. They deserve to remain deep in error, “for they are people devoid of
understanding.” (Verse 127) This is because they have kept their hearts and minds
idle, unable to function properly. All of this scene is portrayed so skilfully and
vividly using only a few words.

The Prophet’s Relationship with the Believers

The surah concludes with two verses which different reports suggest were
revealed in Makkah or Madinah. We are inclined to support the latter view, as these
verses fit with various aspects of the last passage in the sirah and with its general
message. The first of these two verses explains the bond between God’s Messenger
and his people, and how compassionate and full of concern he was for them. This is
perfectly fitting with the tasks assigned to the Muslim community who are required
to support the Messenger, convey his message, fight his enemies and endure
whatever trouble or hardship they may face in doing so. The final verse directs the
Messenger to rely only on his Lord when people turn away from him. It is sufficient
for him to have God’s help and support.

“Indeed there has come to you a Messenger from among yourselves: one who grieves much
that you should suffer; one who is full of concern for you; and who is tender and full of
compassion towards the believers. Should they turn away, then say to them: ‘God is enough
for me! There is no deity other than Him. In Him have I placed my trust. He is the Lord of the
Mighty Throne.”” (Verses 128-129) The statement here does not say ‘a Messenger from
among you’ has come to you. Instead it describes the Messenger as being one ‘from
among yourselves’ to add connotations of closer contact and firmer ties. It shows the
type of bond that exists between them and their Messenger. He is one of them, with
very close contact between them, and he feels for them.

Another characteristic of this Messenger is that he is “one who grieves much that you
should suffer.” (Verse 128) He is keen that you should come to no hardship. He is also
“full of concern for you... tender and full of compassion towards the believers.” (Verse 128)
He would never lead you to ruin. If he calls on you to strive for God’s cause, and to
endure any difficulty in doing so, then you should know that he does not take this
lightly, and that there is no cruelty in his heart. His call is a manifestation of
compassion. He simply does not like to see you humiliated. He is too concerned that
you should not suffer the ignominy of sin. He is keen that you should have the
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honour of conveying this message, earn God’s pleasure and admittance into heaven.

The surah then addresses the Prophet, showing him what attitude to take when
people turn away from him and his message. It points to the source of power which
gives him all the protection he needs: “Should they turn away, then say to them: ‘God is
enough for me! There is no deity other than Him. In Him have I placed my trust. He is the
Lord of the Mighty Throne.”” (Verse 129) To Him belong all power, dominion,
greatness and honour. His support is sufficient for everyone who seeks His
patronage.

The surah which concentrates mainly on fighting and striving for God’s cause is
thus concluded with the directive to rely on God alone, trust Him and seek His
powerful support. After all “He is the Lord of the Mighty Throne.” (Verse 129)

Conclusion

This sirah outlines the final rulings on the permanent relations between the
Muslim community and the outside world, as explained in our commentary on its
various passages. Hence we have to refer to its latest statements since these represent
the final say on these relations. These statements must not be restricted or narrowed
down in their applicability on the basis of earlier statements and rulings, which we
described as provisional. In doing so, we have relied on the chronological order of
the revelation of these verses and statements, and on the progress of the Islamic
movement at the time of the Prophet, as well as the events marking that progress.

We have also been guided by our understanding of the nature of the Islamic
message and its method of action which we have explained in our presentation of the
sirah and our commentary on its verses. This method of action is only understood by
those who deal with this faith of Islam as a movement striving to establish itself in
human life. As we have explained, the goal of that striving is to liberate mankind
from submission to others so that they submit to God alone.

There is a wide gap between an understanding based on active striving and one
based on academic study which is bound to ignore action. The first type of
understanding looks at Islam as it conducts its direct confrontation with the system of
jahiliyyah, taking one step after another and moving from one stage to the next. It also
looks at it as it proclaims its legislation to deal with the changing situation in its
confrontation.

Moreover, these final laws and verdicts outlined in this last surah were actually
revealed when the general situation of the Muslim community and the world around
it required such legislation. Prior to that, when the situation required different
rulings, these were given in earlier surahs to serve as provisional rulings.
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When a new Muslim community emerges again and starts to strive for the
establishment of this faith in human life, it may be appropriate for this community to
apply the provisional rulings, provided that it remains well aware that these are only
provisional. It should also be aware that it must strive to reach the stage when only
the final rulings govern its relations with the world around it. God will certainly help
that community and guide it on its way.
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